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Work Ethics, Style and Stress in the U5, and China

One of the 'transforming' American magazines, Business Week
now renamed Bloomberg Business Week (purchased by the Bloomberg
News Corp to transform it into a more general, less rigorous and
technical business magazine), has published an article a few months ago,
entitled "In China, Office Work Can Be Deadly" with a bottom line,
"according to official Chinese media, about 600,000 Chinese die every
year from working too hard". From this sensational quote from China
Youth Daily, it means that the death toll due to overwork is 1644 a day,
an astonishing figure. However, this article did acknowledge that the
link between deaths and work-related stress may not always be clear. It
also stated, in the U.S., people don't die from overwork, since the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) only claims that
heart disease as the leading to cause of death, no number for death due to
overwork. This report also quoted from the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), “Americans work an average
of 45 hours a year more than the Japanese. In 2012, the Japanese
government compensated 813 families who showed a link between
overwork, illness and death.” (93 suicides included).

The above statements and a few Internet blogs on death
seemed to be randomly put together by Shai Oster to support his
sensational title without any in-depth analysis about the work ethics and
work style in either China or the United States. Since the work ethics
and work style are serious issues and vital to a nation's economic
competitiveness, we devote this column space to discuss these topics and
hope to induce more thorough and technical discussions to come
forward. First of all, the statistics on average working hours (such as
Americans vs Japanese working hours cited above) is meaningless if one
does not qualify the work ethics and work style in various industries and
understand their differences in each country. Work ethics is influenced
by culture, ideology, traditions, labor laws and regulations. Work style is
dictated not only by prevailing work ethics in terms of the above
influencing factors but also by the infrastructure and environmental
clements in the 'work places'. Technology advances compound and
affect the definition of 'work place', just like our world is being
transformed from manual labor to mechanic to electronic (computer) and
ultimately to a digital driven one. If you felt that the above sentences
contained too many words to chew on, you were absolutely right.

The work ethics and work style have indeed become extremely
complex topics.

Mainstream and Organic
Dr. Wordman

American traditional work ethics was great; it was responsible
for her agricultural advances and industrialization, principally under the
ideology of capitalism. The influence of the liberal socialism came
gradually after WW II. The minimum wage law, the farm subsidy bills,
the factory worker unions and the Labor laws (such as federal statues,
Wagner Act, guaranteeing rights to unionize, collective bargaining and
rights to strike, and NY State Taylor law and its Triborough amendment
limiting strike and protecting existing benefits in working hours,
vacation and various benefits etc) have become a prescription to the
American work ethics and work style. The effect of this prescription can
be seen in the service, farming, and manufacturing industries as well as
public and education sectors. Through the efforts of their unions, the
prescription socialistically guaranteed a better living standard for the
workers; however, it hampered American workers' competitiveness from
a pure capitalistic measurement. The public employees and the teachers
unions by far had the most impact on their workers' work ethics and
work style but also had influence on the society. Directly or indirectly,
the public employees affected the people they served and the teachers
affected the students they taught who witnessed the work ethics and
work style changes and followed them. These changes, unfortunately
trending ever increasing benefits (e.g. reduced working hours) and
diminishing productivity (e.g. negative incentives), are not sustainable
and making Americans less competitive. The American steel and
automobile industries were the first victims lost in global competition
due to their changes in work ethics and work style.

The United States led the technology revolution, being the first
beneficiary of the digital technology. Virtual work offices and flex-hours
as well as tele-working (for example, teleconference, telemedicine,
distanceless learning, etc) with mobile and remote infrastructure support
(corroborating, remote printing, Internet emailing, web and mobile apps)
have uprooted many traditional work environments and industries. These
technology changes have more direct impact on work styles perhaps than
work ethics. A 7/24 work environment is enabled by the technologies
which inevitably changed many industries' work style, for example in
banking industry and many global corporations having business across

multiple continents. These technology induced changes in private
industries do place pressure on public employees and large unions but
not without resistance. Some traditional government services, for
example, the postal services, still hangs on its old business model
including work ethics and style. The technology induced changes tend to
add work stress as a natural consequence because the human work
environment (farm, office, factory, etc) is elevated in efficiency by
automation and machine intelligence, which put ever more challenge on
the human intelligence and skills.

In China, the traditional work ethics was also commendable.
(as Shai cited Korea, China and Japan as the Confucian belt where total
dedication, any job worth doing is worth doing excessively, is believed)
China has enjoyed the largest GDP for centuries till the western powers
invaded her. The Chinese work ethics was damaged severely by
communism during the Mao years. The poor work ethics and low
productivity were clearly responsible for the failures in China's economy.
Recognizing the failure of communism, China began a transformation
and experimentation with capitalism starting from her coastal regions.
China's transformation not only revitalized her economy but changed her
work ethics and work style for the better. Due to the adoption of
capitalism in China's state run industries and companies, the competitive
element in work ethics and work style rapidly returned and took root in
Chinese public institutions and governments making cities and provinces
competing fiercely against each other in economical development.

China is a large country still with deep poverty in the West and
North regions. The rapid growth in China is sweeping from the East and
South China westward and northbound and the changing work ethics and
work style followed. Lost, of course, is the easy going leisurely life in the
West and North as they ushering in economic development. Not a doubt,
the Chinese people's hard working style and work ethics (despite of some
corruption) are responsible for her becoming the world's second largest
economy, but equally no doubt, the highly competitive process did
generate work stress and took toll in physical and mental illness
exhibited by the mortality statistics, which was not foreign to western
developed countries including the United States. The complaints in
China's Internet blogs should be no surprise at all.

Therefore, the issue is not comparing statistics between two
countries but discussing the factors contributing to work stress in a fast
paced digital world and what are the healthy sustainable work ethics and
style suitable to each society? The U.S. and China do share a common
problem (addiction to email, messaging and 7/24 work alert mentality,
etc), but their social fabrics dealing with work stress are different. In
China, the family structure and cross-generation support are helpful,
whereas in the United States, the religious institutions and civil
organizations are more useful, in dealing with work stress. We urge the
mainstream media to devote more attention to this issue!
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