The “Long Hours Culture” – I believe this is something more prevalent in the Asian environment compared to the West.  Before I begin, let me explain what do I mean by “Long Hours Culture” for those who are not exposed to such environment.  Quite often, especially in Asian organizations where power distance is higher (according to Geert-Hofstede), working long hours is being intepreted as hardworking.  Thus, you’re likely to see these happening:

· Employees working way beyond normal working hours.  Normal time to leave office is 8:00pm (earliest 7:00pm).

· Usually the most senior person leaves first, nobody will leave before the boss (even when they have nothing to do).

· If you leave too early, you’re being labelled as “lazy” and will get wierd stares from those around you.

· If you walk around the office, you’ll end up seeing many employees aimlessly surfing the web or playing games just to look busy at work.

· Eating pizza over lunch and working around the clock seems like a norm.  Leaving office at 1am is a lifestyle.

These culture seems to be working well for some organizations, there are even some consulting firms that are known for those culture, but still attract employees with the larger than average pay-cheque.  However, I personally believe that such culture only creates distrust, suppress creativity, and generates fatiques.  It essentially reduces effectiveness.

How does those culture bring about the negative effects mentioned?

· Since “time spent in office” = “hardworking”, many employees would only find ways to hang around in the office for a much longer time (i.e: spending longer lunches, walking around “socializing” in the office, bringing some personal stuff, surfing the Internet aimlessly).  While taking a break once in a while is good for refocusing, spending too much time on personal stuff in office will reduce effectiveness, and that’s what long hours in office create.  If you no longer have personal time to do your personal stuff, you’re bound to bring all your personal stuff to work.

· Insufficient rest is known to reduce the effectiveness of our brain.  All of us need 8 hours of sleep to function effectively. If we remain in office 9:00am – 9:00pm (or even to the extend of working around the clock), the 8 hours sleep (or even 6) will not be achieved.  Why not?  I’ll take a typical Malaysian example – take away 12 hours at work, 1.5 hours for transport, 0.75 hour to stop by somewhere for meals (inclusive waiting time unless you eat sandwich everyday), 0.75 hour for shower; you’re left with 9 hours to do everything else inclusive of home chores.  Possible for everything else to fit within 1 hour? (by the way, I see many people that goes beyond 12 hours daily).

· With so much time spent in the office (sometimes even appearing on weekend to “look hardworking”), there’s essentially no time for hobby!  No time to think about anything else.  If that’s the case, where are we going to get innovation?  What happens to creativity?  Creativity often comes or exposure in different areas and merging the applications together; so if life is all about work, there’s nothing else to merge into it for creativity to happen.

· If being “present” is the single most visible item that managers look at, it creates a culture of distrust between manager & employee.  Spending too much time to “look good” will stop us from being really good.  That boils down to our ultimate objective – “To do a good job” or “To look like doing a good job”.

So how do we move away from that culture?  The first things for all managers to do is to set KPIs and STICK STRICTLY BY THE KPIs in measuring an employee’s performance.  That will help to remove the biasness resulting from impression created by employees that leave on time.

Some may then ask “I’m not a manager, what can I do?”.  I’d say “Prove yourself and stick by your principles”.  Our managers are like our customers, do not over-promise or over-sell.  We got to manage expectation of managers the way we manager expectation of our customers.  That’s conditioning.  The first few weeks at work determines what others expect of you.  If you readily give in to staying back late and working weekends at your first couple of weeks without explicitly mentioning that it’s an exception, that’s the expectation that’s been put on you and you will need to recondition them by learning to say “No” sometimes.  In addition, find a hobby and create a routine.  Make that routine known to everyone so that refusing to work late at times be seen as “being disciplined to follow your routine” rather than “being lazy”.  It’s just a matter of presenting the decision.  If you’ve been always working in a “Long Hours Culture”, it may be a painful transition for you and the people around you.  But once you begin to see the results of disciplined timeframe, you’ll also begin to get the buy-in of others around you.

As for myself, I believe that HR practitioners should always walk the talk.  While we go around preaching the need for worklife balance, it all become meaningless if the HR department is seen in office till late at night.  It is only with a HR department that goes home on-time that it can practice organization development and influence the organization to follow-suit.

Still think it’s impossible?  Just give it a try!  Do the following:

· Set hobbies for evenings and weekends.

· Let those around you know your disciplined schedule.

· Say “No” to late night work unless someone’s life will be in danger as a result of it.

· Be very discipline during work-hours and ensure that every minute of office hours is used at optimum capacity.

· Make a list of “to-do”s for the next day, pick up your bag and leave no more than 30 minutes after official work hours.

Once you’ve tried that, I’m sure you’ll not want to go back to the old styles – plus it’s gonna be rewarding!  At least it’s been working for me so far after making a transition few years back …

