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Brain drain”, or human capital 
flight, is a serious problem that 
every country must address, some 

more than others. When a nation is faced 
with a large emigration of qualifi ed, trained 
individuals with technical or superior skills, 
then we must question why these individuals 
leave and how to attract them back to their 
country to gain maximum advantage from 
their knowledge.

My column is not about comparing the 
education one receives here with that gained 
overseas, but the huge economic cost for a 
country that loses the opportunity of having 
its potential graduates create a stronger and 
smarter nation. 

We send our graduates overseas to gain a 
better education and experience, in the hope 
that they get the best out of life with the 
greatest competitive advantage. However, we 
forget that once they graduate and are armed 
with the technical skills and know-how from 
world-class universities, are we also providing 
them with the best experience to return to the 
homeland? 

The cause of brain drain includes health 
risks, lack of opportunity and political or 
fi nancial instability. It’s easy to assume that 
non-developed countries are the ones to suffer 
from this phenomenon but the same can be 
said for developed nations — better known as 
“reverse brain drain”. Expatriates — whether 
French, Americans or Asians — move overseas 
in search of a better quality of life and more 
exciting career opportunities. 

According to the British magazine Monocle, 
Asians make up the highest number of highly 

educated professionals who leave their home-
land for better opportunities abroad (35%). 
Europeans are next (34%). Half the Europeans 
who move away end up living in the US, while 
62% of graduates who leave the US choose to 
live in Europe. 

And the worst hit countries? Guyana tops 
the list, losing a staggering 83% of its gradu-
ates. Jamaica loses about 82%, and this is 
followed by Haiti (79%). (Malaysian statistics 
are unavailable).

We shouldn’t blame graduates for not 
returning; that would be too easy. I, myself, 
experienced this in my teenage years, feel-
ing like an outcast and facing accusations 
for staying away. Believe me when I say this 
doesn’t help the re-integration process at all! 
But let’s look at the reasons why some prefer 
to remain overseas. Some say they are better 
paid, some prefer widening their horizons, 
while others like the prestige of working in a 
foreign company. There are also those who say 
the quality of life is unbeatable. Whatever the 
reason, they all feel that the grass is greener 
on the other side. 

I’ve been working overseas for the most 
part and the experience I have gained is fan-
tastic; I learned a lot, sharpened my skills, met 
interesting and knowledgeable people, and 
widened my way of thinking — all beyond 
one’s comfort zone (and this can be said of 
any national who doesn’t move beyond what 
he is familiar with). 

It was my choice to return to Malaysia. It 
still makes me wonder why people are sur-
prised that I chose to come back. I suppose 
they imagine life in Paris or Barcelona to be a 

cosmopolitan paradise. Indeed, Paris is lovely, 
but surely the skills that I’d learnt overseas 
would be better used at home — maybe ap-
preciated even more? 

Which brings us to the question: How can 
we attract our graduates back? I certainly do 
not profess to have the solution, but I would 
say now is defi nitely the time to drive home 
the benefi ts of returning to Malaysia.
a) Expatriate packages are on the wane. Em-

ployers are fi nding it harder to justify, in 
this economic crisis, the expensive all-paid 
costs for an expatriate and his entire fam-
ily as well as his infl ated salary that is fi ve 
times the local wages by claiming that he 
is more qualifi ed than a local.

b) Employers are actively looking to recruit 
highly trained local staff.

c) The infrastructure is now more developed 
and sophisticated, at an international level, 
hence more attractive.
Malaysia, I am proud to say, has a lot to 

offer our returning graduates, such as good 
infrastructure, businesses, government incen-
tives, lively social scene, shopping, international 
expatriate community, good hospitals — all 

important features that make it easier for 
graduates to re-integrate. I, for one, love being 
back home and I see so much opportunity and 
growth in my country. As much as I enjoyed 
living in Europe, nothing compares to coming 
back home, especially as I have been absent 
for so long. 

So what it boils down to, for me, is to empha-
sise that we are a modern and moderate nation 
— key to attracting our graduates back. 

Diversity is a crucial component for any 
society and we are fortunate to have that in 
Malaysia. Let us not destroy the fabric of our 
society with conservative ideas or extreme 
thoughts. If we want to prevent brain drain, let’s 
build a strong, modern nation with our fi nest 
talent — both international and homegrown 
— to the best of our abilities. 

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the Sultan of 
Selangor, was international corporate com-
munications manager at L’Oreal in Paris 
from 2005 to end-2008. She is in the process 
of launching a venture in Malaysia together 
with her husband, Aubry Rahim Mennesson 
(http://frogandprincess.wordpress.com).
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bookreview | BY GEOFFREY OWEN |

“It was pretty 
lonely out there 
for a while in 
paid land… but 
it has become 
pretty clear 
that advertising 
alone is not 
going to sustain 
online business 
models. Quality 
journalism has 
to be paid for.”

John Ridding, CEO of The 

Financial Times, in an Aug 16 

article by The New York Times. 

Ridding said he felt “vindicated” 

that FT had continued to 

charge readers for access to its 

website since 2002 as other 

publishers are now looking at 

imitating FT.com’s model.

quotable

E

Getting to the top takes all kinds

Behind the brain drain

| BY TENGKU ZATASHAH |

An ambitious young person 
about to start work in a large 
company might reasonably 

speculate about what sort of qualities 
the employer might be looking for 
when it promotes people to senior 
positions. 

Is there a particular style of man-
agement you should try to adopt, or 
avoid? If you are aiming high, you 
might want to study the profi le of the 
current chief executive: what jobs did 
he or she do on the way to the top, 
what decisions were crucial? 

If you are thinking along these 
lines, you could do worse than browse 
for a few hours in this unusual book. 
It contains profi les of 1,000 chief 
executives, mostly current or past 
bosses of private-sector companies 
but also includes a few non-busi-
ness organisations such as the Tate 
Gallery, Amnesty International and 
the BBC. The principal author is 
Andrew Davidson, an experienced 
interviewer.

Because the 1,000 individuals are 
covered in 500 pages, the profi les 
are necessarily short. They cover, in 
staccato fashion, a few key themes: 
leadership style, key strength, best 
decision, lessons in business and a 
brief biography. 

What is pleasing about the an-
thology is the extraordinary variety 
of personalities, backgrounds and 

decisions that seem to be compatible 
with managerial success. No doubt 
it helps to be visionary, creative 
and entrepreneurial like Steve Jobs 
at Apple, but should one also try to 
be perfectionist (Mark Zuckerberg 
of Facebook), or combative (Larry 
Ellison of Oracle), or inspirational 
and courageous (James McNerney 
of Boeing)? Is it better to be affable, 
self-deprecating and relaxed (Jeff 
Immelt of General Electric), or a hard-
hitting, ruthless workaholic (Jamie 
Dimon of JPMorgan Chase)? 

Similarly, when Davidson and his 
co-authors report on key decisions, 
there is a large menu to choose from. 
For Howard Stringer, the Welshman 
who runs Sony, the best decision was 
to persuade Lou Gerstner, the man 
who had turned round IBM, to be 
his exclusive personal coach. 

For Lee Iacocca of Chrysler, it 
was having the strength to swallow 
the company’s pride and ask for 
government support to avoid bank-
ruptcy. For Stuart Rose of Marks and 
Spencer, it was to recruit celebrities 
such as Twiggy to front the retailer’s  
advertising campaigns. 

A more personal piece of advice 
comes from James Ziemer of Harley-
Davidson. His best decision was, 
when he was a teenager, to com-
mute to a second high school for 
advanced maths lessons, which his 

own school did not provide, thus 
acquiring the skills he needed to 
launch his career. 

As for business lessons, these 
run from the obvious (if it’s not 
broke don’t fi x it, make up your 
mind and get on with the  job, hit 
the opposition hard and then hit 
them again) to rather more use-
ful observations. For Katharine 
Graham, who ran  the Washington 
Post for many years, the lesson was 
to manage people like a woman, 
not like a man; women are said 
to be better at giving praise and 
understanding people. 

There are also some interesting 
contrasts: for example, between 
Miuccia Prada of Prada, who delib-
erately seeks the  spotlight (“some-
times it pays to be the public face 
of the company”), and Amancio 
Ortega Gaona, chairman of Inditex, 
the Spanish company that built the 
Zara retail chain. Ortega has never 
given an interview and is rarely 
photographed. His message to the 
self-publicising executive: are you 
helping the company, or trying to 
make yourself famous? 

The book is too heavy to take 
on an aeroplane but very suitable 
for a coffee table, and its style is 
reader-friendly. 

The CEOs are divided (somewhat 
arbitrarily) into categories — motiva-

tors, innovators, visionaries and so on 
— and the profi les are interspersed 
with short features on themes such as 
planning for succession and turning 
the company green. 

The format of 1000 CEOs is typical 
of the publisher, Dorling Kindersley, 
a subsidiary of Pearson, which owns 
the Financial Times.

Could some clever analyst convert 
this material into a dataset, put it into 
a computer and extract some general  
conclusions? Almost certainly not. The 
clearest lesson from the book is that 
there is no general lesson. It take all 
sorts of personalities, and all sorts of 
career paths, to get to the top.

For someone starting out, that 
must be a source of encouragement. 
— FT

1000 CEOs 
Proven strategies for success from the 
world’s smartest executives by Andrew 
Davidson and others, Dorling Kinders-
ley, US$25.25 (Amazon.com)


