Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

East meets West
At the age of 25, Tom West jump-started his international corporate career. He moved from his job with the Ogilvy and Mather Public Relations Group in New York to its Singapore office as a consultant in charge of investor relations. Ogilvy and Mather had decided to expand its investor relations business in Singapore. Tom joined a 26-person staff, which consisted of only one other American. Tom was responsible for helping investment banks market their initial public offerings (IPOs) to investors.
Living and working abroad was the realization of a dream that germinated when Tom was a schoolboy in Montreal. Because of his father’s job, Tom had lived in a number of cities in North America. However, the Montreal experience was a turning point even though Tom was only 8 years old. “I discovered that there were other cultures, other foods, other experiences so different from my own,” Tom said. His dream was cultivated when Tom enrolled at Washington and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia, to major in French literature and later when he spent a year studying in Paris.
Landing an international position, however, required more than his ability to speak a foreign language and his sheer desire. “You need to lobby extensively for the international opportunity and to find a mentor. Most importantly, when an opportunity arises you need to make a strong business case to send an expatriate rather than hire a local,” advised Tom.
Tom was sent to Singapore because he possessed business skills that the locals did not at the time. His work abroad consisted largely of the same duties he had performed in the United States to raise favourable media awareness of IPOs before they went public. He wrote corporate and financial news releases, brochures, and speeches for the company officers. He arranged for interviews with company officers and the press. He also handled PR for domestic and multinational companies operating in Singapore.
Tom worked with both domestic and multinational companies. His diverse client base included a manufacturer of LAN products, an oil and gas shipper, a Singaporean taxicab service, and a global telecommunications company.
Surprisingly, Tom’s youth was not an obstacle in doing business in a culture that reveres age. Tom revealed that the secret was his New York experience, which was unavailable in Singapore. “My age was not a problem as long as I approached the clients with the attitude of sharing knowledge. They were very eager to obtain my expertise.”
Tom found that developing media relations for his clients was far easier in Singapore than in New York. He found that the reporters in Singapore were much more accessible and more receptive to hearing story ideas that involve clients. Tom suggested that the pro business stance resulted partially from the close ties between the press and the government, which strongly promoted economic growth.
“It was not a hard sell to call up a reporter and go to lunch and talk about your new client. In New York as a rookie PR person I would have about 30 seconds on someone’s answering machine to make the pitch before I got cut off,” Tom said.
Tom observed the media frequently supported with front-page stories the government’s efforts to promote healthy lifestyles and socially responsible behavior in addition to economic development. A smart PR firm could capitalize on such a trend by developing compatible campaigns. Tom described how one of his clients, a multinational pharmaceutical company, launched a baby formula by sponsoring a question-and-answer forum on nutrition for new mothers. The event was conducted in the midst of an important government effort to promote children’s health and thus was widely reported.
Conducting public relations in Singapore presented some challenges. For example, it was not a completely homogenous country. Although predominantly Chinese, there were Malay and Indian minorities. To reach all these segments effectively, it was necessary to promote in a variety of ethnic media, not simply the largest or the English-speaking press.
According to Tom, one could easily make a serious business blunder by causing a client to lose “face by not offering enough respect to a person of authority.” Tom quickly learned the value of “face” when he nearly lost an account as the result of an innocent mistake. In writing thank-you letters to two executives with the same surname in the same firm, Tom mixed up their titles. The senior manager was quite distraught and contacted Tom’s boss. Even though the error was unintentional, he was convinced that he had lost face. Tom as well as his superior had to issue separate apologies to smooth over the incident.
“It was also considered disrespectful to challenge a superior in a meeting. Americans must learn to express disagreement very delicately instead of aggressively,” Tom advised. “This is difficult for Americans who value conflict, believing that it often leads to better ideas.”
If Tom were hiring a replacement, he would look for someone with the right skill set who was committed to a foreign experience. “No company will go to campus looking for people who want to travel overseas. They hire people to work in their accounting, sales, and marketing departments. However, to flourish in an overseas assignment, you need to be patient, flexible, and open to understanding cultures other than your own.”
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