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grammes, many of our cor-
porations have successfully 
instilled a high-performance 
culture. The government it-
self is undergoing the same 
transformation. 

Our badminton players 
are perhaps right to blame 
the culture. But hopefully by 
the next Thomas and Uber Cups, we would have 
completed that transformation. And if we still 
don’t win then, I am certain we would have at 
least put up a stronger fi ght. 

But let’s fi rst throw away the crutches that 
hold us back from forging a high-income, high-
performance culture.

The author of 42 was a brain-drained 
Malaysian 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. His previous 
columns in Management@Work can be 
found under the Management section in 
theedgemalaysia.com

I recently read a fascinating, fun-
ny book about a man’s daunting 
MBA experience at Harvard Busi-
ness School, What They Teach You 
at Harvard Business School: My Two 
Years Inside the Cauldron of Capi-

talism by Philip Delves Broughton, 
a former Paris bureau chief for the 
Daily Telegraph. So I spoke to some 
MBA graduates to find out what their 
experiences were really like.

Alvin Hew graduated in 1991 
from INSEAD (Institut Européen 
d’Administration des A! aires), a top 
French international business school 
ranked fi fth in the world by the Fi-
nancial Times (FT) Global MBA Rank-
ings 2010. Zerafi na Idris graduated in 
1999 from London Business School 
and Roland de Demandolx graduat-
ed from Harvard Business School in 
2002. LBS and Harvard were ranked 
No 1 and No 3 respectively in the FT 
Global MBA Rankings 2010.  

What were your reasons for enroll-
ing in an MBA? What did you think 
it would do for you?
Hew: It was to: a) brush up on the lat-
est business concepts; b) spend time 
for self-renewal and regeneration 
after four years working; c) perfect 
my French; d) get to know Europe; e) 

extend my personal and professional 
network; and f) have some fun. My 
year at INSEAD allowed me to achieve 
all of the above as well as meet my life 
partner who hails from Fontainebleau 
(where INSEAD is based). 

Demandolx: I wanted to get ex-
posure to business graduate educa-
tion in the US, the most recognised 
in the world, to expand my carrier 
options in fi nance and develop a new 
network of friends and contacts from 
various cultural and professional 
backgrounds. 

What positive things did you learn 
from your MBA?
Zerafi na: The two years spent study-
ing for the MBA was transformational 
in expanding my skill set and creating 
opportunities, which I would never 
be able to match if I did not enter 
the MBA programme. Being based in 
London, a great fi nancial and trading 
centre, allows the programme to be 
truly global in its coverage, and this is 
refl ected in the case studies of Asian 
and European companies and the 
London Business School clubs and 
the international student group.
Demandolx: The most positive learn-
ing experience translates into the 
confidence that I gained through 

my MBA. Having been educated in 
France, where the focus is knowledge 
and technical skills in a lecture-based 
curriculum, it was refreshing and very 
motivating to be in an environment 
where the focus is helping students to 
get a clearer sense of themselves and 
what they want to achieve in their 
life. The program also prepared me to 
understand the key aspects of an or-
ganization, analyze problems, develop 
strategies, communicate my ideas and 
motivate people to action. 

In What They Teach You at Harvard 
Business School, the author wished 
that the MBA concentrated less on 
investment banking or consultancy 
as career options. What did you feel 
was lacking in an MBA that you’d 
feel would have been useful?
Zerafi na: There seems to be a view-
point that all MBAs are streamlined 
to consulting and investment bank-
ing jobs, which may be true for some 
people and quite a lot of the US MBAs. 
At LBS, there was a core that were 
heading towards the entrepreneurial 
route, which has been aided by the 
strong entrepreneurship courses and 
electives and being able to present 
your ideas to VCs and angel inves-
tors. The Alumni Entrepreneurship 

Club is very active in arranging talks 
with successful entrepreneurs that 
are investing up to 50 new companies 
themselves and panel discussions 
with lawyers, marketing companies 
and accountants that specialise in 
start-ups.  Also, maybe surprising 
to some outside the MBA, there are 
alumni who have focused on working 
in the non-profi t sectors and green/
sustainability areas.
Domandolx: HBS is an American 
school with 30% foreign students. I 
think that further developing a bet-
ter understanding of international 
related business and cultural issues 
would have been useful.  

MBA graduates from top business 
schools have been criticised for 
a lack of ethical direction in pur-
suit of wealth. Do you think this 
is something that can be taught? 
Should it be more heavily empha-
sised in the course?
Zerafina: The question of whether 
ethics are lacking in MBAs due to the 
recent global fi nancial rollercoaster  
is too simplistic and an incorrect as-
sumption. I think any ethical leaning 
and moral compass is a personalised 
placard left to each person. The MBA 
programme has been teaching ethics 

in their coursework for a while but 
whether it is greed, malicious inten-
tions or just plain incompetence de-
pends on the individual and that par-
ticular circumstance.  Though teaching 
ethics can provide a foundation, it is 
left to that person to build upon it or 
wreck it. 
Hew: While business ethics seem to 
be a ‘new’ thing, it was something 
that was already taught, discussed 
and o! ered as a course at INSEAD 
even in 1991. I believe that ethics 
can be taught and at the minimum 
it can make students, who will be-
come future business leaders, more 
aware of the need for ethics in the 
world of business.
Domandolx: Business school can 
help provide real-life examples of 
unethical behaviour that led to sig-
nifi cant consequences for companies 
and individuals. But I believe that 
business schools, or any school, are 
unlikely to fundamentally change 
someone’s ethical values. 

This is the last column from 
Tengku Zatashah. Her previous 
columns in Management@
Work can be found under 
the Management section in 
theedgemalaysia.com
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What is our culture?

! e Perfect MBA?

In a no-holds barred discussion with the 
BAM president, our Thomas and Uber Cup 
teams attributed their lack of success to 
not having the right culture. 

This assessment invited much com-
mentary, mostly negative. But from my 

distant vantage point, I’d like to applaud them 
for putting their fi nger on the right pulse. The 
team, and for that matter many of our enter-
prises, lack a culture of performance. Too many 
simply go through the motions, describe visions, 
formulate plans and then do little else.

So, how does one go about changing our 
culture from a lackadaisical one to a high-per-
formance one?

I see two essential steps. First, remove the 
source that killed the lack of hunger in the fi rst 
place. Second, provide the tools and enablers 
to help the person succeed.

Many institutions with the wrong culture 
either lack one or both of these steps and in 
some circumstances confuse the two, that is, 
the enabler to succeed is not to deliver the fruit 
of success to the individual but rather, just the 
tools to help him/her succeed.

So, if we want our students to get better, to 
seek and even create knowledge, the answer 
is NOT to make degrees more accessible; pro-
ducing more graduates who the industry fi nds 
unemployable is not only ineffective but a 
waste of our precious and fi nite resources. On 
the contrary, we need to heighten the stand-
ards required to obtain the degree, AND at the 
same time employ better teachers and provide 
better libraries and research facilities. 

It’s the same with our commercial enter-
prises. If we want workers to perform, it is not 
to guarantee them employment but rather to 
engage them in sharing the company’s goals, 
train them and then reward them handsomely 
when they achieve their objectives.

But what if this culture is not accidental? 

What if this was by design? In the middle ages, 
feudal lords had a very ingenious way of keep-
ing the workers in servitude. They denied them 
proper education but kept them well fed so 
the workers were too fat or too scared (for fear 
of losing their food) to revolt. But eventually, 
peasants will revolt, whether it is Middle Ages 
England, Industrial Age France or communist 
China. That is the essential issue raised by the 
“Red Shirts” in Thailand recently — that the 
elites have been running the country for their 
own gains for far too long.  

Contrast that with Singapore. A small coun-
try with no resources to rely on, its people have 
had to create their own success. Singapore today 
is fast being recognised as one of the capitals 
of the world, and like New York and London, its 
success owes much to a relatively open policy 
towards talented immigrants who are not just 
capable but also hungry, and are ceaselessly 
seeking improvement. But becoming a magnet 
for the world’s talent is merely an outcome. At 
the core, a place must be attractive and again, 
talents are lured by dynamic cities with the 
right performance cultire. 

I do some work in the Middle East and many 
of the government o"  cials I meet in the Gulf 
vie to be called the Singapore of the Middle 
East. It is totally understandable. All the Emir-
ate states have very small populations and the 
only way for their economy to prosper is to 
import human capital, which they are doing 
in droves. But they know that their promise 
of high (tax-free) salaries is insu"  cient. There 
must be something more to their appeal, and 
they all want to be like Singapore. 

This desire to remain on top is largely due 
to a national culture of fear of failing. Indeed, it 
is so recognisable that the locals coined a col-
loquial term for it: “kiasu” or “fear of losing”.  
Arguably, one could even ascribe their success 
to the fact that they separated from Malaysia 

and this mindset and “fear-of-being-on-the-
losing end” culture was forced upon them by 
circumstances. And they have made the best 
they can from the circumstances.

In a recent interview with Bloomberg’s 
Charlie Rose, Singapore Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong expressed only limited pleasure 
in the metaphor, for Singapore recognises that 
it has to stay relevant in order to remain in the 
winning seat. And to stay relevant it remains 
pragmatic, even revisiting long-held beliefs 
like the ban on casinos, so that its economy 
would keep thriving. 

Malaysia probably won’t need another ca-
sino. But we’ve decided that we want to be a 
high-income high-performance nation. We 
must therefore fi rst dismantle the crutches 
that caused our lackadaisical culture.

Credit should be given to Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad for he recognised and attempted to 
change the way Malaysians think of ourselves. 
The “Malaysia Boleh” mindset, plus the desire 
to set various Guiness world records, were 
the first steps to helping Malaysia see and 
act beyond our “kampung”. And over the past 
decade, through notable transformation pro-

China 5; Malaysia 
0. To win, we 
must fi rst 
dismantle the 
crutches that 
caused our 
lackadaisical 
culture

RE
U
TE
RS


