January 14, 2011

SCMP Article

Embrace the unexpected, even in stormy weather
“We've become a nation of wusses. The Chinese are kicking our butt in everything.” These were the words of Ed Rendell, governor of Pennsylvania, after a National Football League fixture just after Christmas was cancelled because of snow. He went on to say that he doubted the Chinese would have called off the game.
Meanwhile, the media in Hong Kong were debating whether our children were becoming - as they say in Pennsylvania - “wusses”. Hong Kong officials in London had gone to Heathrow to help Hong Kong students stranded when snow closed the airport.
Some commentators said our children are getting soft, needing government staff to hold their hands because of delayed flights. Other people, especially parents, complained that not enough was being done. Cathay Pacific came in for particular criticism, though the company could hardly be blamed for either the weather or the inevitable shortage of hotel rooms.
I was in two minds myself. On the one hand, I remember being sent to school in the United States as a teenager and having to look after myself. There were no mobile phones or internet in those days, so if there was a missed flight you just hoped someone would send a message and someone at the other end would receive it. Otherwise, you just handled the situation yourself. It was part of growing up.
Then again, I am a parent myself nowadays. My children are still young, but if they were in their teens and at school overseas, and if they were stuck at a foreign airport with nowhere to stay because of bad weather, would I be glad to hear that Hong Kong officials were on their way to help them and their classmates? I think I would, as would most parents.
The fact is, all of us have become more pampered, and probably less self-reliant and independent. Fears of lawsuits or bad publicity encourage all sorts of organisations to play safe; even a computer keyboard has a safety sticker on it. On top of that, we live in a world where communication is quick and easy. Indeed, modern technology has made it almost compulsory for us to keep in touch with one another in real time. Add all these factors together, and we have come to expect everything in life to be perfect and instant.
Two years ago I was waiting for a flight to Hong Kong from Los Angeles. Some sort of computer malfunction, we were told, had delayed all incoming flights. Needless to say, that led to serious delays in outgoing flights as well. All the passengers on my flight were jammed into a small airport lounge with standing room only for three hours. Moving, let alone sitting, was not an option.
No one from the airport or airline told us anything. This was probably because there was nothing new to tell us but, of course, people started to get irritated. One woman standing near me pulled her phone out and called the Cathay Pacific frequent fliers' Marco Polo Club hotline and demanded to know what was happening. In fact, she screamed at them.
If the people at Los Angeles airport didn't know what was going on, how could she expect Cathay Pacific staff, 16 time zones away in Hong Kong, to tell her? But that wasn't how she was thinking. She wanted everything to work flawlessly and she wanted it now, from anywhere in the world, no matter how unrealistic it was to expect it.
Snow happens. Technical systems break down. Hotels become full. We are kidding ourselves if we think we can blame others for every single thing that goes wrong. If you travel at peak season, if you send a child to school overseas, if you just walk down the street, you are taking some sort of risk. We have to accept at least some responsibility for ourselves. Otherwise we really will be “wusses”.

