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Balancing work and play a la Française

| BY TENGKU ZATASHAH |

I’m often asked how different it is to live in 
France compared to Malaysia. Pretty dif-
ferent, and nowhere more so than when it 
comes to work. In France they like to protect 
their playtime. The French are rigide about 

keeping strict working hours, and will take up 
arms if they think their personal life is being 
sacrifi ced for the offi ce. 

Perhaps the most obvious difference is that 
in France, they impose a 35-hour week. Any-
thing over this limit and employers will face 
costly overtime. In Malaysia, 48 hours a week 
is not uncommon. Does this mean the French 
are lazy? On the contrary. According to a UBS 
survey in August this year, the French worked 
fewer hours than anyone else in the world, yet 
are among the most productive. Apparently 
France is ranked No 18 in the world in terms 
of GDP per capita, yet work 16% less than 
the global average, and an amazing 25% less 
than Asians! An article on a Robert Walters 
study published in The Edge Financial Daily 
recently says that currently in the recession, 
58% of Malaysians are working harder — up 
to 8-10 hours more per week.

My hours in France were usually 9am-6pm. 
But it was a taboo to leave the offi ce on the 
dot. We were expected to stay until at least 
7.30pm or sometimes as late as 10pm. 

One of the key elements to a healthy work-life 
balance in France is the crèche — the daycare 
centre. For single mothers, this is heaven-sent 
and if you are lucky enough to have one at 
your offi ce, you’re relaxed knowing your child 
is nearby. In Malaysia, day care centres are prob-
ably as foreign as snow, simply because your 
full-time live-in maid/nanny is there to look after 
your child 24/7. In France if you’re able to hire 
a nounou (nanny) full-time, it’s 10 hours a day, 
8.30am-6.30am, and it would cost you !1,300 
per month (RM6,500). That’s excluding costs of 
transport, food, cleaning chores, among others. 

Perhaps this is why the French fi ght for 
their leisure. At present, there’s an uproar in 
France about stores opening on Sundays. They 
believe that weekends should be spent with 
family, and working on Sundays encroaches 
on good family values. 

On that note, what are store hours like in 
France? Unlike in Malaysia where stores are 
open 10am-10pm, many shops in France are 
closed on Mondays if they are open on Satur-
days. The opening hours are 10am-7pm and on 
Thursdays, until 9pm in Paris. Outside Paris, 
stores are closed from noon to 3pm for lunch 
every day. The short store opening hours means 
many French employees don’t have time to 
shop for groceries and at the same time pick 

up their children from school and so on. 
Working in France comes with fantastic 

benefi ts: top-class social health care for next 
to nothing. Every month, !28 are deducted 
from my salary to go towards my Mutuelle, 
or French health insurance. Sixty-fi ve per cent 
of my medical treatment is paid by the state, 
35% by my Mutuelle. Once, I received treat-
ment at a fi rst-rate Parisian clinic in the chic 
16th arrondissement for free! It’s safe to say 
that in Malaysia, you’d have to pay dearly for 
excellent health care like that. 

The excellent health benefits may also 
explain the high reproductive rate. On top 
of that, paid maternity leave in France is 112 
days, compared with 60 days in Malaysia. And 

in France, you can take congé parental if you 
have two children at home who need care. 
Imagine, you stop working for a year but still 
get paid just to look after your children, and 
you’re guaranteed your job to return to. 

And when it comes to annual leave, there’s 
just no comparison. In Malaysia, annual leave 
is usually 14 days plus public holidays, which 
may add another 14 days, a total of 28 days. In 
France, it’s 35 days plus public holidays (11), 
plus RTT or reduction du temps de travail, which 
can add up to an extra 15 days, a total of 61 
days of annual leave! (RTT, meaning reduction 
in working hours, was conceived as a way to 
reduce unemployment. It enables employees to 
take time off for accumulated extra hours and 
was introduced with the 35-hour week.)

Malaysians tend to go out more to restau-
rants or stalls for delicious cheap food with 
friends, and people barely entertain at home. 
The French tend to socialise after work with 
a glass of wine before heading home where 
they will cook dinner to entertain friends (I 
became quite a dab hand at cooking Malaysian 
food in Paris).

In trying to balance work with personal 
life, my fi ve tips for a better work-life balance 
are 1) Prioritise what matters most to you in 
life; 2) Drop what doesn’t matter; 3) Protect 
your private time; 4) Plan time for fun and 
relaxation; and 5) As they say in France, 
‘Pourquoi remettre à demain ce qu’on peut faire 
aujourd’hui?’ (Why put off till tomorrow, what 
you can do today?)

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the Sultan of 
Selangor, was international corporate com-
munications manager at L’Oréal 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).

confessions of a manager | BY AZNITA AHMAD PHARMY |

You’ve worked with many FMCG 
(fast-moving consumer goods) 
companies such as Unilever 
Australia, Coca Cola UK and 
Colgate-Palmolive Australia. From 
your  experience and observations, 
what are the characteristics needed 
by a manager in the industry? 
When you think FMCG, the first word you 
think is ‘fast’. Everything happens quickly 
and I think the biggest challenge is 
making sure that you don’t try and move 
too fast without thinking things through, 
making sure the team’s ready and 
making sure the organisation is ready. 
As a manager, that’s your challenge. 
You have to make sure you have the 
right quality, the right sales force and 
structure. It’s about balancing the need 
to be fast with the need to deliver high-
quality, well-prepared infrastructure, in 
terms of the organisation. 

You were previously the managing 
director of Nutricia Australia and 
New Zealand where you were 
credited with the company’s 
growth as one of Australasia’s 
leading manufacturers of baby 
food. How did you approach the 
market then?
I started back in 2004 and the business 
[then] had been losing market share. It 

had been growing in profit but not in 
sales. It’s almost like the company was 
bleeding the business, so we needed 
to look at how we were going to drive 
growth and how we were going to drive 
market share. I think one of the things 
that we did as a team was [to figure 
out] how do we manage the mix in our 
business. What’s the mix of channels, 
whether we delivered the right sales 
growth as well as the right profitability, 
and I think that was one of the things 
that helped us grow so fast. [It was] 
because we really understood which 
channels would grow in sales and which 
channels would grow in profitability and 
balancing those two. It’s interesting, 
when I look at the Malaysian market, 
there’s quite a similar story. There are 
lots of different channels — you have 
the hypermarkets, the supermarkets, the 
Chinese medical halls, grocery stores. 

What is your management style? 
I sort of develop my management style 
in relation to the [company’s] values. 
We’re all about openness, commitment, 
transparency and what does that mean 
working in Danone. We want people 
to believe in the values and work 
[according] to the values and I think my 
management style is about showing the 
values every day. So it would be about 

open communication, talking about how 
we perform, what are the things we want 
to do better or what are we inspiring to 
be as an organisation. We’re trying to 
build what we call proximity, which is the 
closeness between us and all the team, 
between us and the consumers. 

What is the best management 
advice you’ve ever learnt?
I think the best management advice I’ve 
had is about being authentic in terms 
of your leadership and who you are. If 
you come to work everyday and you put 
on a persona, it becomes very stressful 
because it’s not real. People know when 
you’re not being authentic and it’s harder 
to trust you. 

You came to Malaysia with your 
husband and two young children in 
April. How do you manage work/
life balance?
With great difficulty [laughs]. There is 
no such thing as work/life balance. I’m 
very, very lucky, in all my working life, 
I’ve had a lot of help from my husband 
who also works full-time, but [also] 
from family, nannies and various others. 
I think I can only do the sort of job I do 
when I’m prepared to ask and people are 
prepared to give you lots of help. I joke 
about there not being work/life balance 

but I think there are times when you 
can spend more time with your family. 
I get to zip out of the office to watch 
my daughter’s play and then race back 
here. Then there are times when I have 
to travel and I’m away from home for 
a while. But the truth is I’m happy with 
the choices so therefore, it works out for 
me. I’m very lucky that both children love 
living here, they love the school, they 
love the weather, so they’ve settled in 
very well. 

What are your plans for Danone 
Dumex Malaysia?
I think certainly our market hasn’t 
suffered as much as the other markets. 
With growth of 13%, that’s well above 
the GDP growth we’re seeing in other 
markets. Though I would say, looking at 
it, we had a faster growth in the first half 
and much slower growth in the second 
half [Danone had a 43.4% market 
share in the affordable growing-up milk 
segment for year-to-date September 
2009]. I think the growth would not be 
as fast for 1H2010 as we saw in 2009. 
So we’re getting ready for that — how 
do we make sure we continue growing at 
the same pace through productivity and 
really getting back to 
understanding what our 
consumers want. 

TONI BRENDISH, managing director, Danone Dumex (M) Sdn Bhd 
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The writer in a Paris café — the French are rigide about their working hours
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