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The Secretariat

Legal and Constitutional Reference Committee

Parliament House

Canberra  ACT 2600

AUSTRALIA
20 February 2004

Inquiry into Australian Expatriates

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is made in response to the call for public comment in the abovementioned inquiry.  I would like to share with you some of my thoughts about expatriate life.  I am an Australian-born Australian citizen of Indian background.

Being an expatriate Australian means leaving the comfort zone of home.  I feel that my most significant achievement has been living and working in third world countries. The learning I have taken from my experiences is incomparable. I believe education and experience are two sides of the same coin. My decision to go to India was a long-term decision.

I chose India after graduation because I believe travelling instills growth. When one is out of their comfort zone development begins. Because I was born and brought up in Australia my growth is limited in Australia because I am comfortable with the environment and because my family and all other support systems were always there. After graduation I believe one must travel for at least 5 years to then be able to come back home with a wealth of knowledge. Because I had a communications degree I wanted to expand my communication knowledge. I could have easily gone the United States but felt I would only gain     theoretical knowledge. I wanted to see communication systems at a grass roots level. Because I had a degree in communication I wanted to go to a place where there was no communication – in other words, where I am needed the most and where I can do the most good. 

If I had gone to America I would just be another person following the trend. People who go against the tide are the ones who learn the most because they are breaking new logic boundaries and the reward is new knowledge. I thought about many countries in the third world but because my background was Indian I decided to go to a place like India where I could get a sense of belonging because we had always been told about India but never practically lived there (being a second generation Indian). Simultaneously I wanted to work in a place where communication was non-existent. I could view the different communication systems co-existing and learn communication management within the larger framework. I had a dual purpose. I can do the most good where I am needed the most and where there is no communication. As learning would be limited in a city, I chose rural India. They can learn the most from me and I can learn the most from them because I am alone there. In addition, in a foreign country you have to do everything by yourself e.g. finding accommodation, buying a vehicle, making friends etc. Learning is not limited to work. The learning never stops. I could develop on multiple planes simultaneously. Personal management and well as communication management learning side by side.

Now, after living and working in India for 5 years, I can say it was the best decision I ever made - and by far my most significant achievement because I now have dual value systems which support each other, parallel knowledge discourses and a double meaning for anything I ever knew in Australia. I feel enriched by the experience - having worked in diverse conditions with lack of facilities I appreciate the facilities more in Australia. For example I have learnt facility management. In India resources are limited and you always have to use them to their optimum but in Australia there are so many resources. 

Before going to India I used to get very angry if I wasn’t provided with proper customer service. If somebody was late in serving me I would instantly say, “Let me speak to the HR manger or manager”, or “I want to speak to your supervisor”. If this happened four times a day I would cause my self four times the stress because those four people were separate entities having no contact with each other but I was the same person - getting four times the stress. 

Recently I went to Sydney for a visit home after 5 years. After a few days in Sydney I was on a bus. The bus had a flat tyre. People were panicking, screaming at the driver, and some people even demanded their money back and walked to the station. While all this was happening I was just sitting calmly in my seat. I didn’t even go outside to inspect what was happening. In India every step is a struggle you can’t afford to get stressed every minute otherwise you’ll be stressed all the time. You need your mind to help you get out of the problem not be stressed about it. Instead you accept and move on. After an hour the flat tyre on the bus was fixed and three elderly people and I were the only ones remaining. The bus driver dropped us home. 

The way I think of it is - this is the real world - it happens that people are at work and things go wrong – you must have had bad days as well – instead of getting mad at the bus driver or panicking just think “it was my bad day yesterday and today it’s his”. This is my most significant achievement. This is my learning - I have developed a very large patience threshold. Using my patience threshold for change management. Exercising effective change management by being calm, collective and composed and thinking of alternatives rather than allowing the situation to dominate you. I have waited for buses in India for 5 years and have learnt every part of life has situations which will change unexpectedly – change is the only constant, so we might as well develop an adaptation feature and accept and move on. This bus example can be used as a template for family issues, work related problems, organizational re-structuring and day-to-day problems. My learning is to use patience, strategy, experience and tolerance as ways to tackle day-to-day problems for effective management. 

All these significant achievements in my life - Facility Management, Managing Change, Communication Management, Personal management are practical experiences. If I had not come to India I would not have a balanced approach in the workplace at all. Travelling related all my practical knowledge to real world business situations (scenarios) and provides a valuable point of reference by having managerial concepts behind practical knowledge. Because I had worked in management organizations with an arts background I needed to travel to make sense of the acquired knowledge otherwise I would always have had a noticeable one-sided approach. Travelling has put into perspective all my practical knowledge through knowledge management and resulted in the first step towards my career development at large. 

My long-term strategy is centered on adaptation. Because I have worked in extreme conditions (good and bad) I have developed an intrinsic adaptation feature. I can adapt to any work environment. I have learnt that effective facility utilization and the extent of facilities available have no connection. For example the argument “I couldn’t get the work done because I didn’t have enough facilities or resources at my disposal” doesn’t hold weight. Getting the work done has nothing to do with the availability of facilities provided because I have worked in environments with no facilities and work still gets done. I have worked with limited facilities with limited Internet connections so I while home I utilized the Sydney bandwidth to its optimum. Because I have worked with limited facilities my long-term objective is to use optimum facility management techniques I have learnt in third world countries in places like Australia where there are so many options. Because I have worked in the third world I have seen man is capable of so much if the situation demands it. People in third world countries are doing so much with limited facilities. Why can’t we do the same with all these world-class facilities in Australia? I want to take the best from my experience in third world countries e.g. patience, facility utilization, third world work drive and combine these assets with the best that Australia has to offer and have the best of both worlds. I have already combined these learnings in HR modules and revitalized some HR policies. I would like travel more to gain an overall understanding of business practices by acquiring knowledge over a range of disciplines with special reference to HR. Further travelling will be a key to re-designing existing HR modules and polices and shifting my knowledge of third world work practices to the global workplace scenario by harnessing existing knowledge and fine tuning a worldly approach. My long-term objective is to use the travel experiences as an interface to channel the third world drive, work practices and motivation factors to help us achieve our Australian potential outside Australia. 

For example, I think if we are given too many resources we get confused. If there are too many facilities we are used to things working fast - and if something is delayed for even a minute we can’t handle it because we are so used to that facility at that time and get stressed if it’s not there – we become slaves to it and become weak. But when there is a limited number of facilities we are prepared for any outcome and the person becomes strong. Human nature is such that if we have many facilities we get confused. Yet if we have limited facilities we realise resources are limited and we have to use them to its optimum and are prepared for any outcome and we become stronger. We regulate the facility and control its negative effect and channel its positive effect. I am not saying facilities are bad but you must have gone through a place where they are limited to appreciate them more and optimise facility management. 

I see now in Sydney - my friends have limited patience levels. They are still stuck in fixed mindsets because they have not seen the other side. I realized I have changed but they have not. It’s only when you go back home you realise how much you have changed because your peers (friends) are the same. On my trip back to Australia I saw that a lot of my friends are still stuck with fixed mindsets. 

My strategy uses previous work experiences with diverse cultures and conditions as a key to future development - by tapping into the diverse range of worldly knowledge combined with a very large patience threshold to act as the backbone for fulfilling my career objectives.

I hope these few thoughts on the intrinsic value of a third-world expatriate experience for an Australian may be a small but worthwhile contribution in your wider deliberations during this important inquiry.

Yours faithfully,

Pankaj Shanker

