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Line blurs between news and prophecy
In July, a Qantas plane suffered a hole in its fuselage and made an emergency landing in Manila. Since then, the media have reported other incidents involving the same airline. In the weeks after the discovery of melamine in mainland milk powder, Hong Kong suddenly found traces of the substance in milk, cakes and eggs. A recent incident involving faulty lifts in a housing estate was followed by more lift scares.
Maybe problems like this occur in clusters. But my guess is that what we are also seeing here is the media deciding a particular subject is a big story.
Incidents involving aircraft or lifts probably take place every week and are not normally considered front-page news. Maybe we have been eating cake with tiny amounts of melamine in it for years.
We should remember this when we read day after day about the latest layoffs at shops, restaurants or banks. Even in good times, businesses come and go, and workers are hired and fired. It might be the result of shifting market demand, poor management or routine downsizing after an especially busy time. But, since the credit crunch turned into a global downturn in September, the Hong Kong media have been determined to report a jobs crisis.
Just a few days ago, at a function, a reporter came up to me and asked if my company would be laying off staff, as so many others in the financial services sector have. My response was that the crisis could actually be creating some opportunities for us, and we might even do some hiring. I wonder if that disappointed the reporter.
Of course, many of the job losses being reported at the moment are directly due to the economic downturn. The press would be failing in their duty if they pretended it wasn't happening. But when every layoff in town is suddenly highlighted as part of a big story, we are getting a distorted message.
It is quite an alarming message. Everywhere you look, people are losing their jobs. You could be next. If that happened, what would you and your family do?
This can become a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. Anyone reading about all these layoffs will be concerned. Being prudent, people will take precautions. They will spend less on luxuries like restaurant meals or family trips to the cinema. They will put more away in the bank, just in case disaster strikes.
When most families in Hong Kong spend less and save more, the result is bound to be more companies downsizing or even closing. That means more layoffs and, therefore, more headlines to remind everyone that they could be the next to become jobless.
So the sense of crisis spreads. Some politicians react to every report of layoffs as if it is the end of the world. No one wants to downplay the pain of unemployment, but we need to keep things in perspective.
Most people do not get laid off and, of those that do, many will find new jobs in a reasonable time. Some economic activity slows or even stops in a recession, but most of it carries on.
Even when unemployment hit a record high in 2003, more than 90 per cent of our workers still had a job (and the number of workers had been growing in size for some time).
Government officials find it hard to say this, however. If they appear calm, politicians will accuse them of being insensitive or out of touch. So they have to join in the gloom and doom, and everyone worries even more.
We face a very tough time ahead, and the worst is yet to come. But emotion adds to the economic trouble.
Since fear is contagious, maybe I will be the next to catch it. I said that my company might be hiring. But reading the news and seeing how everyone else is doing the opposite, I might ask myself whether that would be a major mistake. Or maybe we shouldn't read the news so much.
