
THEEDGE MALAYSIA | JANUARY 25, 2010 • MW15

Resolution #8: Get fi t and eat 
healthy. This is usually a boring 
resolution but if you try this once a 
week, then build up to twice a week, 
then three times, it’s worth it. Mental 
and physical health go together, the 
adrenalin from exercise and eating 
right makes us stronger and happier, 
helping us to handle work-related 
stress and problems. 

Resolution #9: Count your bless-
ings. Always remember the positive 
things in your life. Once a week, write 
down fi ve things that you should 
be grateful for. Otherwise, the daily 
problems and challenges at work 
will blot out the positives, leaving 
you with negative thoughts.

Resolution #10: Stick to Resolu-
tions 1-9. If you fail, don’t give up, 
just keep trying. After all, we’re all 
human!
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Is it that time of year again when 
we kick ourselves for being weak 
and not sticking to our New Year’s 

resolutions? If not, bravo and pat 
yourselves on the back for resisting 
old habits. Welcome to the new you. 
But if you’re like many of us out there 
who have failed to stick to our New 
Year’s resolutions by Day 2, then you 
might very well want to read on. 

The usual: 1) Quit smoking;  2) 
Lose weight; 3) End late nights; 4) 
Stop biting nails; and 5) Join the gym 
are usually so humdrum that they 
never stick. The odds are apparently 
stacked against you. As US analyst 
N J Beachum says: “Only 25% of 
people who make a resolution will 
even partially succeed. Of the 75% 
that fail, over 65% of those people 
make more than one resolution.” 
So if these are diffi cult to maintain, 
what can we say about work-related 
resolutions? Do you even make any 
New Year work resolutions?

Well, January — I feel — is a great 
month to start listing professional 
work resolutions. Everyone is slowly 
getting into the swing of work and 
things will take a little time to heat 
up. So no one is expecting you to go 
into overdrive for your 2010 market-

ing campaign just yet, or to 
launch the snazziest website 
tout de suite. Now is the time 
to reassess 2009 and see 
where your strengths and 
weaknesses lay; areas where 
you could have improved; 
lessons you’ve learned; and 
how to capitalise on all the 
hard work of 2009 for this 
year. 

So what kind of work 
resolutions should you list for 
2010? Psychologists say that 
New Year’s resolutions usually 
fail because people think impulsively 
or in absolutes. For example, as the 
clock strikes 12 on Dec 31, you declare 
that in 2010 you’re going to pay off 
your credit card debt — impulsive, 
as you haven’t the faintest idea how 
to go about it. 

Or you say “I promise not to leave 
the offi ce so late” — an absolute that 
would be hard to adhere to if you’re 
the only one scurrying out of the 
offi ce early. 

The key: don’t be impulsive, don’t 
think in absolutes, and set modest 
goals that are within your reach. 

Some examples to inspire your 
work resolutions for 2010 (I’ll let 

you guess which are my personal 
resolutions):

Resolution #1: Read more business 
literature. The wide variety of busi-
ness-related books is the best way to 
learn and improve your knowledge 
of inspiring and innovative ideas 
out there. 

Resolution #2: Finish what you 
start. Don’t gush about a hot project 
idea only to have it fi zzle out. Stop the 
procrastination and focus. You never 
know — that hot idea might make 
you the next-door millionaire!

Resolution #3: Become a good 
negotiator. When it comes to nego-
tiating, we probably kick ourselves 

Working on your work resolutions
that we could have done something 
better after the fact. Negotiation is a 
technique that needs to be learned 
and practised. So sign up for some 
negotiation workshops and put those 
tools into practice. 

Resolution #4: Learn to com-
municate well. Communication is 
key — whether to your suppliers, 
employees, employers or customers. 
Attend seminars, watch inspiring pres-
entations on YouTube (for example, 
Apple’s Steve Jobs) and pick up their 
techniques. And practise. 

Resolution #5: Learn another 
language. This may be quite time-
consuming but it’s never too late. (I 
see my husband learning Bahasa Ma-
laysia every week and his dedication 
impresses me!) An added language 
is never wasted.

Resolution #6: Improve your 
vocabulary. If language learning isn’t 
your cup of tea, there’s no reason 
not to improve your vocabulary of 
business words or phrases.

Resolution #7: Spend real time 
with the family. Switch off work mode 
when you get home and dedicate 
yourself to the family. Spend the 
weekends with the family and leave 
that Blackberry behind! 

This is a new column. How long it stays 
depends on how interested you are in 
making us competitive again. In mak-
ing Malaysia, Malaysian companies 
and Malaysian citizens winners again. 

Let me begin...
A baby cries. Wearing a party hat, surrounded 

by presents and balloons, it should have been 
a happy scene. But no, the baby cries. Trust 
the Americans to excel in such dramatic irony.  
That’s the picture on the cover of December’s 
Time. The headline reads “The Decade From 
Hell”. Trust the Americans to also excel in 
hyperbole. Surely there have been worse. 
Surely the 1910s or 1940s —  decades of the 
two World Wars — were more calamitous. 
Economically, especially as we emerged from 
the global downturn, this is nothing like the 
Depression of the 1930s. Nonetheless, there 
is more than a germ of truth to the headline, 
especially for us here in Malaysia.

If one were to be honest, this has been truly 
an unimpressive decade, probably the worst 
since we became an independent nation. If 
not a hellish decade, the fi rst decade in this 
millennium represented a decade of lost op-
portunities for Malaysians.

This was supposed to be the Age of Asia. 
And many Asian countries have done very 
well. China and India continue to hum through 
the global economic crisis. The United Arab 
Emirates clearly put themselves on the world 
map, as well as put a world map on their 
shores. Indonesia is now talked about as the 
next I in BRIC.

In Malaysia, however, we lost out. I applaud 
Second Finance Minister Datuk Seri Ahmad 
Husni Hanadzlah for his pronouncement late 
last year that “our economy has been stagnating 
in the last decade. We have lost our competitive 
edge to remain the leader of the pack in many 

Can we regain our competitive edge?
sectors of the economy. Our private investment 
has been steadily in decline”. 

The fi rst step to solving a problem is to 
acknowledge there is one. So, now that we 
have, what do we do?

In this article and subsequent ones, I’d 
like to proffer a novel way. Ask questions. 
Malaysians (in the country and abroad) have to 
stand up and be counted. And in a democracy 
like ours, we have to ask the right questions 
of our leaders so that they can go about and 
fi nd the right answers.

You are thinking: “Fix the country by ask-
ing questions?”

Remember the story of a race of hyper-in-
telligent beings who built a computer named 
Deep Thought to calculate the Answer to the 
Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and 
Everything? When the answer was revealed 
to be “42”, Philip Dent, the main character in 
Douglas Adam’s cult science fi ction comedy 
The Hitchikers’ Guide To The Galaxy had to 
venture to the furthest reaches of the universe 
to fi gure out the question to which this number 
is the answer.

It is meant to be a funny book, but the 
underlying philosophy is a deeply serious one. 
Failure to fi nd and ask the right questions can 
result in horribly tragic consequences.

Last year, Robert S McNamara died. Some 
of you may recall that he was one of the elite  
— “the best of the brightest” — around US 
Presidents John F Kennedy and Lyndon Bird 
Johnson. He was also the chief architect of 
how America conducted the Vietnam War. Mr 
McNamara once wrote that he and others had 
not asked the fi ve most basic questions: 
• Was it true that the fall of South Vietnam 

would trigger the fall of all Southeast Asia? 
• Would that have constituted a grave threat 

to the West’s security? 

• What kind of war — conventional or guer-
rilla — might develop? 

• Could we win it with US troops fi ghting 
alongside the South Vietnamese? 

• Should we not know the answers to all 
these questions before deciding whether 
to commit troops? 
In failing to ask these, an estimated 3.5 million 

people (equivalent to the whole of Singapore 
today, including their imported foreigners) died. 
More than 30 years after the Americans fl ed, 
Vietnam is only now successfully rejoining the 
world economy. (I should add that Vietnam is 
fast replacing Malaysia as a preferred destina-
tion for manufacturing!)

This article marks the start of a series of 
thought-provoking questions I will pose to get 
us all stimulated about fi nding solutions. 

Now back to 42. If Arthur Dent were to 
ask me, my question to the anwer would be: 
“At what age should one contemplate giving 
rather than taking as a guiding philosophy in 

life?” That’s right, 42.
On that note, there are several silver linings 

in the past decade. There is a stated national 
aspiration to become a high-income economy 
and socially, a truly plural 1Malaysia com-
munity. Malaysian enterprises are becoming 
better. YTL became global. Genting ventured 
abroad. Malaysian banks, from Public Bank to 
RHB, went regional. Our GLCs transformed, 
notably CIMB and Malaysia Airlines. Seeing 
that many of our leaders (in the private and 
public sectors) are in their 40s, and if indeed 
42 is the age at which one learns to care more 
about giving back, the next decade is looking 
decidedly better. 

The author of 42 was a brain-drained Malay-
sian who left the country at the age of 16. He 
has returned and looks forward to a better-led 
country, economically and socially. Send your 
thoughts, questions and responses to 42@
bizedge.com
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An aerial view of vehicle traffi c in downtown Hanoi. Vietnam is fast replacing Malaysia as a preferred 
destination for manufacturing.
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