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PREFACE

E; This is a book for American business executives
interacting with Japanese—a book that clarifies the
often baffling Japanese culture. Too often, business

. relationships suffer because Americans fail to understand Jap-

anese psychology and behavior, an understandable failing
given the many hidden differences between the two cultures.
We hope to clarify those differences for professionals by
describing and analyzing behavior and critical incidents in
the real world of business, rather than by probing the cul-
ture’s economics, politics, or sociology.

This book can be helpful to any businessperson who is
contemplating involvement with the Japanese market. It
should be especially useful to top management. They are the
people ultimately responsible for their companies’ overall
performances and economic health, as well as for their future
success. Management'’s insights and sensitivity are crucial
during the early, critical phases of operations in Japan; a gram
of insight at the top is worth a kilo at the lower levels. Man-
agement can establish the approach; if they pay attention to
the message of this book, the rest of the company will follow
suit. To that end, we have written a book expressing ideas,
many of which a conscientious chief executive officer knows
or would like to communicate to subordinates but may have
difficulty expressing in words.

International expansion poses complex problems—prob-
lems that are worth tackling. As one experienced vice-presi-
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dent, the head of international operations for a large firm,
commented, ‘‘Foreign operations are my most difficult as-
signment, day in and day out, and may even hold greater
long-range potential for sales and profit than the domestic
business.”

For the past thirty years the authors have worked as a team
in the field of intercultural communication, designing pro-
grams for the selection and training of individuals working in
foreign cultures, consulting to international business, and
writing books and articles on the intercultural process. We
specialize in identifying the nonverbal components of inter-
cultural communication—the unspoken signals and assump-
tions that flow from people’s psychology and national char-
acter—that are crucial to success in business.

This book grew out of a series of books we wrote for the
German publisher Gruner & Jahr on the psychology, commu-
nication styles, and hidden traps that are encountered at the
cultural interface between German businesspeople and their
American, French, and Japanese counterparts. The series,
“Verborgene Signale” (*’Hidden Differences’’), consisted of
three sets of books for German business which Gruner & Jahr
published in German-language editions: How to Communi-
cate with the Americans, How to Communicate with the
French, and How to Communicate with the Japanese. Each
of these had a companion volume on how to communicate
with the Germans: for Americans (in English), for the French
(in French), and for the Japanese (in Japanese). After the last of
the series appeared in March 1985, the prestigious Japanese
publishing house Bungei Shunju asked us to prepare two
volumes on communication between the Japanese and the
Americans, to be published in Japanese and English.

A half century of study and research at the intercultural
interface by Edward T. Hall reveals that one of the most basic
of all cultural differences concerns information: what it is,
what forms it takes, how it is handled. Information is not just
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one thing or even one category of events. It is both a product
of culture and drastically altered by that culture. For example,
Hispanics in New Mexico represent a kind of culture in which
all information is widely shared. The members of this group
have a great psychological need to be in the know, to stay
informed about everything and everyone; they share this trait
with other cultures such as the Japanese. Northern Europeans
and Americans, on the other hand, compartmentalize and
seal information away from other people. As a result, the
information flow is restricted. This difference is far from triv-
ial; indeed, it pervades all of society, and ignorance of the
difference has caused many a blunder, as we shall see.

This book is divided into four parts:

Part 1, “’Key Concepts,”’ serves as the code breaker for the
description of the culture that follows. The reader should
resist the temptation to skip this section and to plunge imme-
diately into what appears to be the meat of the book. The life
patterns of a complex civilization cannot be covered in two
hundred pages. Nevertheless, it is possible to describe a num-
ber of the principal contrasting patterns and to give examples
that can serve as conceptual frames. When viewed through
the frames of Part |, the specific examples in Parts Il to IV
become far more useful; they can be seen as representatives
of larger patterns instead of isolated fragments or mere gener-
alizations. Part | is designed to bring into focus selected ele-
ments of thought and behavior—especially those patterns
that are at variance with American culture and that have
proved to be stumbling blocks on the road to understanding.

Part Il, ““The Japanese,”” describes some of the major con-
trasts between American and Japanese behavior within the
broader context of cultural differences as set forth in Part .

Part lll, ““Japanese Business,”” describes both the relation of
Japanese business to its government and the organization of
individual companies. It tells how business decisions are
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made and describes the crucial relationship between the
worker and the company.

Part IV, “The American Company in Japan,” tells what an
American business should know to succeed in the Japanese
market.
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INTRODUCTION

Eli This book is an introduction to Japanese culture,

custom-crafted for the American reader. It is spe-

cific exclusively to Japan and may be applied no-
where else. Our observations are based on the distilled
knowledge and experience of men and women with years of
successful overseas business experience, people who have
succeeded where others have failed. Their practical experi-
ence has been augmented and reinforced by our own knowl-
edge and experience. Don’t be surprised if some of the ideas
seem strange to you or possibly even insignificant at first. If
they do, be wary, for many of these concepts which may at
first seem unimportant to Americans are frequently the things
to which they should pay the closest attention.

CASE HISTORY: An American company with a Japanese sub-
sidiary chose one of its best young men to head the Tokyo
office. His predecessor had been an older Japanese who had
been with the company many years until illness forced his
retirement. The new man, whom we will call Thompson,
arrived determined to “‘bring the Tokyo office up to speed.”
Thompson was in his late thirties and flush with success from
his performance in the New York office. On the flight to Japan
he made plans for reorganizing the Tokyo operation and
arrived eager to take charge.

Thompson'’s first important decision concerned the spring
advertising campaign. When he met with the Japanese
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agency handling his company’s account, their proposal was
totally unacceptable to him; their ads seemed to have nothing
to do with the product. Thompson was bewildered. “"How
could anyone know what our product is from these ads?” he
asked. Thompson sent a telex to New York critical of the
campaign. He felt angry and frustrated when New York tele-
phoned advising him to follow the agency’s advice.

Within a few weeks Thompson discovered what he termed
“serious management problems.” Nothing seemed to be go-
ing well and staff morale was poor. The office was becoming
chaotic. Meetings were disorganized, nobody followed an
agenda, and department heads seemed not to know their
plans for the next quarter. His requests for information were
met with vague promises—'‘We will do our best”—but no
hard data were forthcoming. All his efforts to reorganize the
office were resisted.

Six months later, his top Japanese manager resigned. This
action brought things to a complete halt. Sales kept dropping
and there were problems with distributors. Thompson was
recalled. Eventually, with the help of a Tokyo management
consulting firm, the company hired a Japanese to replace
Thompson.

<< >

An analysis of the above situation reveals many errors. The
first mistake made was the company’s in its decision to send a
young man to head their Tokyo office. The Japanese respect
age and experience and don’t consider someone in his thir-
ties qualified for such an important job. The second mistake
was in not insisting that Thompson prepare himself with ex-
tensive background reading and courses in Japanese language
and culture. The third mistake was in sending a “’hard hitter”’
who wanted to put his stamp on the Tokyo office; the Japa-
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nese find aggressive, ambitious young people uncongenial
and disruptive.

Thompson himself failed on many counts. His greatest
error was that he didn’t seek the advice and help of his top
Japanese manager, nor did he avail himself of information
from JETRO, the American Chamber of Commerce, or the
American Embassy, all rich sources of aid. The fact that doing
business in Japan is a whole new ball game never seemed to
cross his mind. In not respecting organizational hierarchy in
the office, he made a grave tactical error which he never
recognized but which alienated everyone. When his top Jap-
anese manager quit, he should have seen that he was in deep
trouble. Yet another mistake was his choosing to learn noth-
ing about Japanese advertising. He did nothing to avail him-
self of the large amount of useful information about Japanese
business in any of the many books that are well known and
widely available. It is doubtful that he even understood his
part in the slowing of business during his months in Tokyo.

Despite popular beliefs to the contrary, the single greatest
barrier to business success is the one erected by culture. Each
culture has a hidden code of behavior that can rarely be
understood without a code breaker. Even though every cul-
ture is experienced personally—indeed, few individuals see
its commonality—it is nonetheless a shared system. Members
of a common culture not only share information, they share
methods of coding, storing, and retrieving that information.
Some 80 to 90 percent of the significant features of a culture
are reflected in its nonverbal messages. These are usually
taken for granted and transmitted unconsciously. Nonverbal
messages are highly situational in character. Furthermore, the
meanings of such messages are unique to each culture and
often are charged with emotion.

Business depends for its life on information, so anything
interfering with the communication process, the way in
which people transmit or withhold and control information,
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can ultimately cripple any transaction. The transmission of
business information between different cultures is threatened
by different behavioral signals as well as by diffe.rent lan-
guages. This is true in all international business and is further
complicated in Japan by the fact that Japanese business can
never be evaluated simply in terms of the bottom line. First
and foremost, it depends on what transpires between people,
on personal interactions within power and influence net-
works. ‘ .

In the past two years we have conducted 165 in-depth,
open-ended interviews with a carefully selected samplg of
individuals from business and the professions in the United
States and Japan. Making detailed observations of how peo-
ple behave and relate to each other in a wide range of situa-
tions, we assembled the raw data on which our later analysis
is based. The reader may wonder how we can make detailed
observations based largely on interviews. Actually, to the
researcher the interview is like two sides of a coin. First, there
is the verbal behavior, the content of the interview itself; then
there is everything else that goes on: the setting, the timing,
the decor, body language, what had to be done in order to set
up the interview. In fact, the whole nonverbal component
contains at least as much information as—and sometimes
more than—the interview itself.

One of the purposes of this book is to increase general
awareness of the whole nonverbal side of the communica-
tion process. With the help of local experts in the a'nalysis‘of
our data, our samples are also reinforced by interviews with
writers, artists, and educators. This combination of inter-
views, observation, and analysis, backed by years of experi-
ence in the intercultural field, makes it possible to identify a
significant proportion of the major cultural patterns that
American business executives should be aware of when deal-
ing with the Japanese. B

One must begin with the fact that cultures are unified
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wholes in which everything interrelates. Experience has
taught us that in the search for patterns it is vital to overlook
nothing and to take nothing for granted. We work with data
from a broad range of information sources: for example, how
business is conducted, how hotels and transit systems are
run, what newspapers, magazines, film, and television tell us.
The reader may ask what we are looking for in our interviews.
The answer is, we're looking for patterns, and in order to find
patterns, one needs a lot of data. To illustrate: once when we
were discussing Arab cultural patterns with a well-known
Middle East specialist and former ambassador, the ambassa-
dor observed: “It's pretty much like watching a merry-go-
round. At first you think that the white horse follows the gray
horse. When you’ve seen it go around several times, it be-
comes evident that the gray horse really follows the white
horse.” That is a pattern. We pay particular attention to how
information flows, either freely or through restricted chan-
nels; whether power is centralized or diffused; how decisions
are made and by whom; how people conduct interpersonal
relationships; how much close personal contact and confi-
dence exist between people.

At this point the matter of what we mean by ““Japanese”’
and what is meant by ““American’’ should be dealt with. Even
when one is referring to a particular group of Americans it is
much harder to define the Americans than the more homoge-
neous Japanese. Because of the many individual, regional,
ethnic, and cultural differences in a large country like the
United States, the term ‘“American’’ has a very broad conno-
tation. While there are always exceptions, in this book when
we refer to Americans we are talking about those involved in
the most representative group of American business working
overseas—Americans of northern European heritage. When
we refer to the Japanese we are talking about the Japanese
businessmen working in large metropolitan areas such as
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Tokyo and Yokohama, and in New York, Los Angeles, and San
Francisco.

There are many books on Japan, and more being published
every month. Unfortunately, few of them agree and seldom
do they give the same picture. We have sifted through the
morass of conflicting statements with great care and selected
those books which most closely approach the needs of our
readers. It should also be understood that the fact that there
are so many different interpretations of Japanese culture sim-
ply reflects the varied situational biases of the writers, to say
nothing of their varying degrees of expertise in Japanese cul-

ture.
We have no particular theoretical, ideological, or political

bias. Our objective is to make a contribution to international

understanding and to help reduce the tensions that result
from the many different ““silent languages’’ that people use.
Our goal is to maximize success for American business exec-
utives in Japan and to identify some of the hidden obstacles
on which numerous companies have already foundered.

-1
Part| ©2

KEY CONCEPTS



CULTURE IS COMMUNICATION

3; In physics today, so far as we know, the galaxies
that one studies are all controlled by the same

laws. This is not true of the worlds created by
mankind. Each cultural world operates according to its own
internal dynamic, its own principles, and its own laws—writ-
ten and unwritten. Even the dimensions of time and space are
unique to each culture. There are, however, some common
threads that run through all cultures.

Any culture is primarily a system for creating, sending,
storing, and processing information. Communication under-
lies everything. Although we tend to regard language as the
main channel of communication, research reveals that any-
where from 80 to 90 percent of information is communicated
by other means.

The world of communication is divided into three parts:
words, material things, and behavior. Words are the medium
of business, politics, and diplomacy. Material things are usu-
ally indicators of status and power. Behavior provides feed-
back on how others feel and includes techniques for avoiding
confrontation.

By studying these things in our own and other cultures, we
can come to understand a vast, unexplored region of human
behavior that exists outside the range of people’s conscious
awareness: informatics. This field includes a broad range of
evolutionary and emergent ideas, practices, and solutions to
problems which have their roots not in the lofty ideas of
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philosophers but in the common clay of the shared experi-
ences of ordinary people. They are practical as well as fasci-
nating; the study of Japanese informatics will greatly benefit
American business.

If we do not pay attention to these elements, not only will
we learn nothing of informatics, but the system of culture will
not work for us, whether we are in our native culture or
another. Culture can be likened to an enormous, subtle, ex-
traordinarily complex computer. It programs the actions and
responses of every person, and these programs must be mas-
tered by anyone wishing to make the system work.

“’Making the system work’’ requires attention to everything
people do to survive, advance in the world, and gain satisfac-
tion from life. Failure can often be attributed to one of the
following errors:

1. Leaving out crucial steps because one hasn’t truly mas-
tered the system

2. Unconsciously applying one’s own rules to another sys-
tem, which never works

3. Deliberately rejecting the rules—written or unwritten—
and trying to force one’s own rules on another system

4. Changes and/or breakdowns of the system in times of
political upheaval, economic collapse, war, and revolu-
tion

Cultural communications are deeper and more complex
than spoken or written messages. The essence of cross-cul-
tural communication has more to do with releasing responses
than with sending messages. /t is more important to release

?the right response than to send the “right message.” We
offer here some conceptual tools to help Americans decipher
the complex and unspoken messages of the Japanese culture.

FAST AND SLOW MESSAGES 5

FAST AND SLOW MESSAGES:
FINDING THE APPROPRIATE SPEED

3; Since information underlies virtually everything, it

is not surprising that the speed with which a partic-

ular message can be decoded and acted on is an
important factor in human communication. Therefore, one
would expect to find that there are fast and slow messages—
which is precisely the case. A headline or cartoon, for exam-
ple, is fast. On the other hand, the meaning that one extracts
from books or art is slow. A fast message sent to people who
are geared to a slow format will usually miss the target. While
the content of the wrong-speed message may be understand-
able, it won't be received by someone tuned to a different
frequency. The problem is that few people are even aware
that such frequencies exist.

EXAMPLES OF FAST AND SLOW MESSAGES

Fast Messages Slow Messages

Prose Poetry
Headlines Books

A communiqué An ambassador
Propaganda Art

Cartoons Etchings

TV commercials TV documentary
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Fast Messages Slow Messages
Television Print
Quick, easy familiarity Slow, deep relationships
Ideologies Culture

Almost everything in life can be placed somewhere along
the fast/slow message-speed spectrum. Such things as diplo-
macy, research, writing books, and creating art are accom-
plished in the slow mode. Buddha, Confucius, Shakespeare,
Goethe, and Rembrandt all produced messages that we are
still in the process of deciphering hundreds of years after the
fact. Bear in mind also that the underlying message of any
language system can only be perceived very slowly. After
four thousand years, human beings are just beginning to dis-
cover what language is all about. The same can be said of
culture, which incorporates multiple styles of “languages’’
that only release messages very, very slowly. Some cultures
are understood more slowly than others. It can take years
before an American can assemble enough data and enough
understanding to “‘read’’ the Japanese at even the elementary

“level. In fact, there are some Americans who unfortunately
never do ‘‘get the message.’’ This is in part because for Amer-
icans Japan is a slow message.

A person is in essence also a slow message; it takes some
time to get to know someone well. This is, of course, truer in
some cultures than in others. In Japan, personal relationships
and friendships tend to take a long time to solidify. This is
largely a function of the hierarchical system in Japan, which
integrates many Japanese into close-knit networks of school-
mates and relatives. It is extraordinarily difficult, if not impos-
sible, for a foreigner to break into these networks. Neverthe-
less, the businessman from America would do well to attempt
to be close friends with the Japanese, for whom closeness in
relationships is a well-developed drive.

HIGH AND LOW CONTEXTS 7

In countries such as the United States, developing friend-
ships is easy enough. In fact, people in this country can
become friends in a very short period of time. However, a
study on the subject, conducted by Edward T. Hall for the
U.S. State Department, revealed that a worldwide complaint
about Americans was that they seemed capable of forming
only one kind of friendship: the informal, superficial kind that
does not involve an exchange of deep confidences. Of
course, there are exceptions, but as a rule Americans are very
different from their Japanese counterparts in this regard. In
this sense, then, Americans will have to take longer to ““read”’
the Japanese than they are accustomed to.

HIGH AND LOW CONTEXTS:
HOW MUCH INFORMATION IS
ENOUGH?

Z’i “Context” is the information that surrounds an
event and is inextricably bound up with the mean-

ing of that event. The elements that combine to

produce a given meaning—events and context—are in differ-
ent proportions depending on the culture. It is thus possible to

order the cultures of the world on a scale from high to low
context.
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A high context (HC) communication or message
is one in which most of the information is already
in the person, while very little is in the coded,
explicit, transmitted part of the message. A low
context (LC) communication is just the opposite;
i.e., the mass of the information is vested in the
explicit code. Twins who have grown up together
can and do communicate more economically (HC)
than two lawyers in a courtroom during a trial (LC),
a mathematician programming a computer, two
politicians drafting legislation, two administrators
writing a regulation.”

tdward T. Hall, 1976

<>

Japanese, Arab, and Mediterranean peoples who have ex-
tensive information networks among family, friends, col-
leagues, and clients, and who are involved in close personal
relationships, are ‘high-context’” (HC). As a result, for most
normal transactions in daily life they do not require, nor do
they expect, much in-depth background information. This is
because it is their nature to keep themselves informed about
everything having to do with the people who are important in
their lives. Low-context people include the Americans and
the Germans, Swiss, Scandinavians, and other northern Euro-
peans. Within each culture, of course, there are specific indi-
vidual differences in the need for contexting—that is, the
process of filling in background data—but it is helpful to
know whether or not the culture of a particular country falls
on the high or low side of the scale.

Contexting performs multiple functions beyond those al-
ready described. For example, any shift in the level of context
is a communication. The shift can be up the scale, indicating a
warming of the relationship, or down the scale (lowering the
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context), communicating coolness or displeasure—signaling
that something has gone wrong with a relationship. For exam-
ple, the boss who is annoyed with his assistant and shifts from
the high-context, familiar form of address to the low-context,
formal form of address is telling the assistant in no uncertain
terms that he has stepped out of line and incurred disfavor in
the boss’s eyes. Moving in the high-context direction is a
source of daily feedback in Japan as to how things are going.
The day starts with the use of honorifics (formal forms of
address attached to the name). If things are going well the
honorifics are dropped as the day progresses. First-naming in
the United States is an artificial attempt at high-contexting
which is not really appreciated by the Japanese (or most other
foreign peoples). One is always safe using a formal form of
address in Japan. Insofar as we have been able to test our
assumptions concerning the significance of high and low con-
texting, the rules are universal.

Many white Americans are low-context. American culture
does not favor extensive, well-developed, informal informa-
tion networks. We do have them, but in comparison with the
Japanese ours are limited in scope and development. What
follows from this is that Americans feel the need to be con-
texted any time they are asked to do something or to make a
decision. This need for detailed background information
stems from the fact that the American approach to life is quite
segmented and focuses on discrete, compartmentalized bits
of information. Americans need to know what is going to be
in that compartment before they commit themselves. The
authors experienced this need in Japan when we were asked
to supply names of Japanese and Americans for a small con-
ference. Like most prudent Americans, we were reluctant to
provide names until we knew what the conference was about
and what the individuals recommended would be expected
to do. This seemed logical and reasonable enough to us.
Nevertheless, our reluctance was interpreted as being diffi-
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cult and possibly even obstructionist by our Japanese col-
leagues. To their way of thinking the mere presence of certain
individuals endows the group and its activities with authority
and status, while Americans tend to place more importance
on the agenda and on the relevance of the expertise of differ-
ent individuals to that agenda.

Another example of the contrast between how HC and LC
systems work is this: consider a top American executive
working in an office and receiving his normal quota of visi-
tors, usually one at a time. Most of the information that is
relevant to his job originates from the few people he sees in
the course of the day, as well as from what he reads. This is
why the advisors who surround American company presi-
dents are so important, for they, and they alone, control the
content and the flow of information to the chief executive.

Contrast this with the office of a Japanese businessman,
where even vice-presidents and other top managers share
offices so they can share information. Not only are other
people constantly coming and going, both seeking and giving
information, but the entire form and function of the organiza-
tion is centered on gathering, processing, and disseminating
information. Everyone stays informed about every aspect of
the business and knows who is best informed on what sub-
jects.

To give another example, in Germany virtually everything
is low-context and compartmentalized. The executive office
is both a refuge and a screen—a refuge for the boss from the
distractions of day-to-day office interactions, and a screen for
the employees from continual supervision. Information com-
municated in the office is not shared except with a select few
—the exact antithesis of the Japanese high-context approach
that places them in a sea of information. The Germans, and to
a lesser extent the Americans, produce and work with islands
of information.

HC people are apt to become impatient and irritated when
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LC people insist on giving them information they don’t need.
Conversely, low-context people are at a loss when high-
context people do not provide enough information. One of
the great communications challenges in life is to find the
appropriate level of contexting which is customary both at
ome and abroad. Too much information frequently leads
people to feel they are being talked down to; too little infor-
mation can mystify them or make them feel left out. Ordi-
narily, people make these adjustments automatically in their
own country, but in other countries their messages frequently
miss the target.

The other side of the coin, when considering context level,
is the apparent paradox that high-context people like the
Japanese, when considering or evaluating a new enterprise,
want to see everything. Annual reports or even tax returns
are not enough. Furthermore, they will keep asking until they
get the information they want. Being high-context, the Japa-
nese need to make their own synthesis of the meanings of the
figures. Unlike the Americans, they feel uncomfortable with
someone else’s synthesis, someone else’s ‘’bottom line.”’

SPACE
E; Every living thing has a visible physical boundary—
its skin—separating it from its external environ-

ment. This visible boundary is surrounded by a

series of invisible boundaries that are more difficult to define
but are just as real. These other boundaries begin with the
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individual’s personal space and terminate with his individual
“territory.”

TERRITORIALITY

Territoriality in animals is the act of laying claim to and
defending a territory. It is a vital link in the chain of events
necessary for survival. In humans territoriality is highly devel-
oped and strongly influenced by culture. It is strong in all
humans, but is particularly strong in American culture. In the
traditional American family a woman’s feelings about her
kitchen and her home, and a man’s feelings about his particu-
lar chair, his office and desk, or his study are strictly territo-
rial.

Space also communicates power. A corner office suite in
the United States is conventionally occupied by “‘the brass.”
A private office has more status than a desk in the open
without walls. The top floors are reserved for high-ranking
officials and executives. In Japan, however, top Japanese
executives rarely use their private offices except for meetings
with outsiders. They prefer to work in large open areas, sur-
rounded by colleagues, to insure constant interaction and
information flow. Being a group-oriented people, the Japa-
nese have made their spaces reflect a community bias. Pri-
vate offices are not the norm in Japan.

PERSONAL SPACE

Personal space is another form of territory. Each person
has around him an invisible bubble of space which expands
and contracts depending on his relationship to those around
him, his emotional state, his cultural background, and the
activity he is performing. Few people are allowed to pene-
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trate this bit of mobile territory, and then only for short peri-
ods of time. Changes in the bubble brought about by
cramped quarters or crowding cause people to feel uncom-
fortable or aggressive. In northern Europe, the bubbles are
quite large; moving south to France, ltaly, Greece, and Spain,
the bubbles get smaller and smaller so that the distance that is
perceived as intimate in the north overlaps personal distance
in the south, which means that Mediterranean Europeans
‘‘get too close’”” to the Germans, the Scandinavians, the En-
glish, and Americans of northern European ancestry. Moving
around the world to Japan, everything changes. The personal
bubble is transmuted into an organizational bubble, so that
three vice-presidents working in a single small office can
share everything. The Japanese do have a personal space;
however, the actual distance is not as important as other signs
of rank and intimacy such as the depth of a bow or the
language being used. The Japanese accept high density and a
degree of crowding in public spaces that would be unaccept-
able to Americans. Their houses, apartments, and offices are
usually smaller and more crowded than our own. Their sub-
ways and trains are often packed with people. Cultural differ-
ences in the size and penetrability of the space bubble are
some of the great unconscious irritants that must be over-
come when working in Japan.

THE MULTISENSORY SPATIAL EXPERIENCE

Few people realize that space is perceived by a// the
senses, not by vision alone. Auditory space is perceived by
the ears, thermal space by the skin, kinesthetic space by the
muscles, and olfactory space by the nose. Americans to some
extent and Germans to a greater extent rely heavily on audi-
tory screening, particularly when they want to concentrate,
Again, as one might imagine, there are great cultural differ-
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ences in the programming of the senses. High-context peo-
ples, for example, reject auditory screening and thrive on
being open to interruptions and in tune with what goes on
around them. Hence, in Japanese cities such as Tokyo, one is
periodically and ““intrusively”” bombarded by loudspeakers
broadcasting political statements that are experienced by the
Americans as “much too loud!”” These interruptions—and
that is what they are to Americans—cause complaints: ““Why
do they allow that? Can’t somebody do something?”’

UNCONSCIOUS REACTIONS
TO SPATIAL DIFFERENCES

All human beings learn literally hundreds of spatial cues as
they mature. The meaning of these spatial cues is learned in
the context of their own culture. These cues and their associ-
ated behaviors are designed to release unconscious re-
sponses just as a fragrance might trigger a memory. When
people travel and experience how space is handled in other
parts of the world, the startling variations they encounter
release a visceral response. Since most people don’t think
about space as being culturally patterned, foreign spatial cues
are often misinterpreted and can lead to bad feelings. In fact,
these feelings are often displaced onto the people of the
country. Feelings Americans have about the way the Japa-
nese handle space will be projected onto the Japanese people
in a most personal way. Sometimes when a foreigner appears
aggressive or pushy, or remote and cold, it may mean only
that his personal distances are different from yours.

Spatial changes give tone to communication, accent it, and
at times even override the spoken word. As people interact,
the flow and shift of distance between them is integral to the
communication process. The normal conversational distance
between strangers illustrates the importance of the space
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dynamics. If a stranger gets ‘‘too close,”” our reaction is auto-
matic—we feel offended or threatened and we back up.

Americans have strong feelings about proximity and the
rights, responsibilities, and obligations associated with being
a neighbor. One must be “friendly’’ and neighborly, which
means being agreeable, cutting one’s lawn, keeping the place
up, and doing one’s bit for the neighborhood. In Japan, sim-
ply sharing adjacent houses does not necessarily mean that
people will interact with each other. There’s not the kind of
visiting back and forth among adults that is common in Amer-
ica. One of the consistent complaints about Japanese busi-
nessmen who live in American suburbia is their failure to
fulfill neighborly obligations such as keeping their grass cut.
Americans see this as an example of the japanese lack of
““public spirit.”

TIME

3; Life on earth evolved in response to the cycles of
day and night and the ebb and flow of the tides. As

humans evolved, a multiplicity of internal biologi-
cal clocks also developed. These biological clocks now regu-
late most of the physiological functions of our bodies. It is not
surprising, therefore, that human concepts of time grew out
of the natural rhythms associated with daily, monthly, and
annual cycles. In man’s early history he was dependent on
weather and seasonal changes. From the beginning humans



16 KEY CONCEPTS

have been tied to growing seasons and were dependent on
the forces and rhythms of nature.

Out of this background two time systems evolved—one as
an expression of our biological clocks, the other of our envi-
ronmental cycles. These will be described under the headings
“Time as Structure’”’ and “Time as Communication.” The
former symbolizes our biological clocks in various ways. The
latter, which is explicit in all societies and cultures, is based
on natural rhythms—the solar, lunar, and annual cycles.

In the sections that follow we restrict ourselves to those
manifestations of time that have proved to be stumbling
blocks at the cultural interface.

TIME AS STRUCTURE

Monochronic and Polychronic Time

There are many kinds of time systems in the world, but two
are most important to international business. We call them
monochronic and polychronic time. Monochronic time
(M-time) means paying attention to and doing only one thing
at a time. Polychronic time (P-time) means being involved
with many things at once. Like oil and water, the two systems
do not mix.

In monochronic cultures, time is experienced and used in a
linear way—comparable to a road extending from the past
into the future. M-time is divided quite naturally into seg-
ments; it is scheduled and compartmentalized, making it pos-
sible for a person to concentrate on one thing at a time. In a
monochronic system, the schedule may take on priority
above all else and be treated as sacred and unalterable.

M-time is experienced as being almost tangible: People
talk about it as though it were money, as something that can
be ““spent,” “saved,” “‘wasted,” and “lost.” It is also used as
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a classification system for ordering life and setting priorities:
“I don't have time to see him.” M-time people don't like to
be interrupted. Because M-time concentrates on one thing at
a time, it can seal people off from one another and, as a
result, intensify some relationships while shortchanging oth-
ers. Itis treated as a room which some people are allowed to
enter, but from which others are excluded.

M-time dominates most business in the United States.
While we perceive M-time as almost in the air we breathe, it
is nevertheless a learned product of northern European cul-
ture and is therefore arbitrary and imposed. In spite of the fact
that it is /earned, M-time may appear to be natural and logi-
cal. The “’natural”’ feelings about M-time stem from the fact
that virtually all of us grew up in M-time systems, with
whistles and bells counting off the hours. It grew out of the
industrial revolution in England and was an artifact of the
factory, which required the labor force to be on hand and in
place at the appointed hour.

Western cultures, the United States, Switzerland, Ger-
many, and Scandinavia in particular, are dominated by the
iron hand of M-time. Germany and Switzerland represent
classic examples of M-time cultures, where the percentage of
individuals whose personalities fit this pattern seems to be
higher than among other peoples of the world. Its manifesta-
tions are also apparent in every aspect of American business
and social life. Still, M-time is not natural time; in fact, M-time
seems to even violate many of man’s innate rhythms,

In almost every respect, polychronic (P-time) systems are
the antithesis of M-time systems. P-time is characterized by
the simultaneous occurrence of many things and by a great
involvement with people. There is also more emphasis on
completing human transactions than on holding to schedules.
For example, two polychronic Latins conversing on a street
corner would likely opt to be late for their next appointments
rather than abruptly terminate the conversation before it
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came to a natural conclusion. P-time is experienced as much
less tangible than M-time, and can better be compared to a
single point than to a road.

The Japanese time system combines both M-time and
P-time. In their dealings with foreigners and their use of tech-
nology, they are quite monochronic; in every other way,
especially in interpersonal relations, they are polychronic.

Proper understanding of the difference between the mono-
chronic and polychronic time systems will be helpful in deal-
ing with the time-flexible Japanese. While the generalizations
listed below do not apply equally to all cultures, they will help

convey a pattern.

Monochronic people

do one thing at a time
concentrate on the job

take time commitments
(deadlines, schedules)
seriously

are low-context and need
information

are committed to the job

adhere religiously to plans

are concerned about not
disturbing others; follow
rules of privacy and
consideration

show great respect for
private property; seldom
borrow or lend

Polychronic people

do many things at once

are highly distractable and
subject to interruptions’

consider time commitments
an objective to be
achieved, if possible

are high-context and already
have information

are committed to people and
human relationships

change plans often and easily

are more concerned with
those who are closely
related {(family, friends,
close business associates)
than with privacy

borrow and lend things often
and easily
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emphasize promptness base promptness on the

relationship

have strong tendency to
build lifetime relationships

are accustomed to short-term
relationships

The Relation Between Time and Space

In M-time cultures the emphasis is on the compartmental-
ization of functions and people. Private offices are sound-
proof if possible. In P-time Mediterranean cultures, business
offices often have large reception areas where people can
wait. Company or government officials may even transact
their business by moving about in the reception area, stop-
ping to confer with this group and that one until everything
has been attended to. In polychronic Japan, private space is
to be avoided at all costs because it shuts people off from one
another and disrupts the flow of information. In P-time sys-
tems, appointments mean very little and may be shifted
around even at the last minute to accommodate someone
more important in an individual’s hierarchy of family, friends,
or associates. Some polychronic people (such as Latin Ameri-
cans or Arabs) give precedence to their large circle of family
members over any business obligation (this is not true of
Japanese, who put business first). Polychronic people also
have many close friends and good clients with whom they
spend a great deal of time. Therefore, if one is in business, it is
important to be closely linked to clients or customers. There
is a reciprocal feeling of obligation and a need on their part to
be helpful. Is it any wonder that P-time people attach so little
importance to such things as schedules or agendas? There are
other factors, of course, such as the fact that in Japan one of
the principal reasons to get together around a table with good
food and in congenial surroundings is to strengthen the bonds
of friendship and to get to know people.
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Polychronic Time and Information

Polychronic people live in a sea of information. They feel
they must know the latest about everything and everybody,
be it business or personal. Therefore, they tend to be inquisi-
tive.

It is impossible to know how many millions of dollars have
been lost in international business because monochronic and
polychronic people do not understand each other or even
realize that two such time systems exist. The following two
examples may illustrate how difficult it is for these two types
to relate. While the examples in this case do not derive from
Japanese situations, the patterns and principles are applica-
ble.

<< >

A French salesman working for a French company recently
bought by Americans found himself with a new American
manager who expected instant results. Because of the em-
phasis on personal relationships, it frequently takes years to
develop customers in polychronic France and, in family-
owned firms, relationships with customers may span genera-
tions. The American manager, not understanding this, or-
dered the salesman to develop new customers within three
months. The salesman knew this was impossible and had to
resign, asserting his legal right to take with him all the loyal
customers he had developed over the years. Neither side
understood what had happened.

<< >

In Mexico, a large American firm had a Mexican manager
who, like his countrymen, was polychronic. The top manag-
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ers traveled from the United States to Mexico City to discuss
next year’s plans. During the meeting, the agenda, pre-set in
the United States, was followed scrupulously. This meant that
the Mexican manager was not given an opportunity to re-
solve questions on which his whole operation depended. His
close ties to government and business were vital to the com-
pany’s future. But his efforts to communicate with American
management were thwarted because the Americans had fol-
lowed the customary practice of sending information out
from headquarters, rather than consulting or seeking any ad-
vice on the local level. Some of this, of course, was simply
bad management, but something else was involved, too.
When we came in as consultants to help solve the problem,
we found the source of the trouble was a ‘“missing agenda.”
The Mexican manager was carefully coached on the basics of
creating agendas (and getting them recognized beforehand).
From then on he was able to participate fully in meetings,
giving headquarters all the necessary information.

<O >

Similar differences exist between the United States and
Japan. In Japanese meetings the information flow is high, and
everyone is expected to read other people’s thoughts, to
know the state of their business and even what government
regulations are in the offing. A tight, fixed agenda can be an
encumbrance, even an insult to one’s intelligence. Most, if
not all, of those present have a pretty good idea of what will
be discussed beforehand. The purpose of the meeting is to
create consensus. Adherence to a rigid agenda and the
achievement of consensus represent opposite goals and do
not mix. The importance of this basic dichotomy cannot be
overemphasized.
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Time as a Measure of Competence

In Japan, time on the job is a measure of loyalty to t.he
organization. In America, time on the job can be a measuring
rod for competence, effort, and achieveme.nt. How long a
pérson holds a job before being promoted. is one examplg;
how long he remains in a position of authority and prestige is
another. Here is an example of how culture can 'a‘ffec.t per-
ception: A person of no great intelligence or 'ampltlon in the
United States can be in a job for years, contributing only the
bare minimum; vet the fact that he has been on the job a long
time automatically gives him status.

Past- and Future-oriented Countries

It is always important to know which segments of the time
frame are emphasized. Cultures in countrie§ such as lran,
India, and those of the Far East are past—orler}ted. Others,
such as that of the urban United States, are oriented to the
present and short-term future; and still others, such as those
of Latin America, are both past- and present-oriented. I‘n
countries such as Germany, where historical background is
very important, every talk, book, or article begir)s with ‘ba.ck'-
ground information giving a historical perspectlve. This |rr|,-
tates many foreigners, who keep wondering: ”V’Vhy don’t
they get on with it? After all, I am educated. Don t thg Ger-
mans know that?”” The Japanese, too, are steeped in history,
yet they are also present-oriented and very good'long—term
planners. At present, there is no scientific explanation of why
and how differences of this sort came about.
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TIME AS COMMUNICATION

As surely as each culture has its spoken language, each has
its own /anguage of time; to function effectively in Japan you
must learn the Japanese language of time. We each take our
own time system for granted and project it onto other cul-
tures. When this happens, we fail to read the hidden mes-
sages in the foreign time system, and thereby deny ourselves
vital feedback.

Time is a basic system of both communication and organi-
zation. For Americans, how appointment time is used reveals
how people feel about each other, how significant their busi-
ness is, and where they rank in the status system. Time can
also be used as an especially powerful form of insult. Further-
more, because the rules are informal, they operate largely
out-of-awareness and, as a consequence, are less subject to
conscious manipulation than language. It is important, there-
fore, to know how to read the messages associated with time
in other cultures. In Japan, appointments and scheduling are
handled according to M-time rules, whereas almost every-
thing else is polychronic. It is important to be on time in Japan
for every appointment, particularly for golf games.

Tempo, Rhythm, and Synchrony

The other side of time, which is even less tangible—but no
less important—is the rhythmic aspect. Because nature’s cy-
cles are rhythmic, it is understandable that rhythm and tempo
might be two distinguishing features of any culture. Rhythm
ties the people of a culture together, yet it can also isolate
them from members of other cultures. In some cultures peo-
ple move very slowly; in others, they move rapidly. When
two such cultures meet, they are apt to have difficulty relating
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because they are not “in sync.” This is importa_nt pecause
synchrony—the subtle ability to move together—us.wtal to all
collaborative efforts, be they conferring, administering, work-
ing together on machines, or even buying and se||ing.

People who move at a fast tempo are often percel.ved.as
‘tailgating’’ those who move more slowly, and tailgating
doesn’t contribute to harmonious interaction. Nor does forc-
ing fast-paced people to move t0o slowly. Ame.ri'cans com-
plain that the Japanese take forever to reach dec,snons. Japa-
nese complain that Americans do not respect their process of
reaching consensus, which requires much more time than
decision-making in America. Like the tonal scale of J.apanese
music, Japanese time is out of phase with American time, and
vice versa. One has to be contexted to what is going on,
because there will be times when everything seems to be ata
standstill while actually a lot may be going on behind t'he
scenes. Then there will be other times when everything
moves at lightning speed and the American has to, figura-
tively, stand aside so he won't get in the way.

Scheduling and Lead Time

To be able to conduct business in an orderly manner, it is
essential to know how much lead time is required for ee‘ic'h
activity, how far ahead to request an appointment, when itis
too late to do so, how far ahead to schedule meetings or
vacations, and how much time to allow for the preparation gf
a major report. In the United States, sche.dules are sacred; in
Japan, scheduling cannot be initiated until meetings are held
at all levels within the organization to permit essential discus-
sions. Input from everyone is solicited and eventually a con-
sensus is reached. Once consensus is reached, Japanese ex-
pect immediate action. ‘

The system works well within Japan, but there are compll-
cations whenever overseas partners or participants are In-
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volved, most of whom have scheduled their own activities up
to two years in advance. Lead time is itself a communication
as well as an element in organization.

Lead time varies from culture to culture. In the United
States, lead time can be read as an index of the relative
importance of the business to be conducted, as well as of the
status of the individuals concerned. Short lead time means
that the business is of little importance; the longer the lead
time, the greater the value of the proceedings. In some coun-
tries, two weeks is the minimum advance time for requesting
appointments, while in Arab countries two weeks may be too
long—a date set so far in advance ‘‘slides off their minds.”
For Arabs, three or four days may be preferable. In Japan lead
time is usually much shorter than in the United States. It is
difficult to say how many conferences on important subjects,
attended by all the most competent and prestigious Japanese
leaders in their field, fail to get suitable counterparts from the
United States because of the short lead time. Although what
happens is a blameless artifact of the way the two systems
work, these accidents of culture are seldom understood.

Another instance is the matter of setting a date to end
something. Americans schedule how long they will be in
Japan for a series of meetings. This is a mistake. To keep from
being under the psychological pressure of arriving at a deci-
sion by a particular date, be flexible. In this instance, the
Japanese are very aware of the American pressure of being
““under the gun,” and use it to their advantage during negotia-
tions.

The Importance of Proper Timing

Choosing the correct timing of an important event is cru-
cial. Politicians stake their careers on it. In government and
business alike, announcements of major changes or new pro-
grams must be carefully timed. The significance of different
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time segments of the day also has to be considered. Almost
everywhere, certain times of the day, month, or year are
reserved for certain activities and are not ordinarily inter-
changeable: regular time off from the job, vacations, and
meal times, for example. In general, for northern European
cultures, anything that occurs very early in the morning or
late at night (that is, outside business hours) suggests an emer-
gency. In Japan, there are also propitious and nonpropitious
times; the system is sufficiently complex that it is wise to seek
the advice of a local expert. In America, the short business
lunch is common and the business dinner rare; this is not so in
Japan, where the function of the business lunch and dinner is
to create the proper atmosphere and get acquainted. Re-
laxing with business clients after work is crucial to building
the close rapport that is absolutely necessary if one is to do
business in Japan. Evenings are reserved for socializing with
business partners and clients.

Appointments and Keeping People Waiting

How people treat time conveys how they regard the busi-
ness or the person with whom they are dealing. Waiting time,
for example, carries strong messages. In the United States you
do not expect to be kept waiting—only people of very high
status can keep people waiting without causing overt resent-
ment. Having to wait is not only demeaning for Americans,
but also indicates a lack of organization as well as lack of
consideration for others.

Interactions between monochronic and polychronic peo-
ple can be stressful unless both parties know and can decode
the meanings behind each other’s time system. For example,
we were once involved in a research project in New Mexico,
conducting interviews with Hispanics. Our subjects were
sixth- or seventh-generation descendants of the original
Spanish families who settled in North America in the early

TIM
E 27

seventeenth century. Despite constant contact with Anglo-
Sax(_)n Americans for well over a hundred years, most His-
panics remain polychronic. In three summers of interviewing
we never once achieved our goal of five interviews each
week for each interviewer. We were lucky to have two or
three. Appointments were forgotten or rearranged at the last
minute. Interviews in Hispanic homes or offices were con-
stantly interrupted when families came to visit or a friend
dropped by. The Hispanics seemed to be juggling half a
dozeq activities simultaneously, even while the interviews
were in progress.

Sllnce we are monochronic Anglo-Saxons, this caused us
no little concern and considerable distress. It is hard not to
respond viscerally when your own time system is violated
Our ir\tellectual understanding of the monochronic/poly-.
chrpmc time differences did not mitigate our feelings of frus-
tll'atlo_n; we did recognize, however, that what we were expe-
riencing was a consequence of cultural differences and was
therefore, a part of our data. This led us to a better under:
s.tanding of the importance of information flow and informa-
tion networks in a polychronic society.

If an‘American responds to a foreign time system as if it
were his own, he does so at his own risk. The meaning of
being late, being kept waiting, or missing appointments in a
polychronic culture is simply not the same as it is in the
United States.
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INFORMATION FLOW:
IS IT FAST OR SLOW

Information flow is measured by how long it takes

AND WHERE DOES IT GO?
a message calling for an action to travel from one

part of an organization to another and for that

message to be acted on. How information flows in a §u|ture
may be the single most important thing for the outsider to
learn, since cultural differences in information flow are often
the greatest stumbling blocks to international understanding.
Every executive doing businessin a foreign land should knovy
how information is handled—where it goes, and whethgr it
flows easily through the society and the business organiza-
tion, or whether it is restricted to narrow channels due to
compartmentalization.

information flow is a concept which may seem nebulous
and abstract at first; it will only become apparent to those
who have conditioned themselves to look for it. Its results,
however, are quite easily seen. In some cultures, su'ch as the
Japanese and Spanish, information spreads rapidly gnd
moves almost as if it had a life of its own. in other countries,
such as the United States, Germany, and Switzerland, infor-
mation is highly focused, compartmentalized, and not apt to
flow freely. Those who use information as an instrument of
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““command and control” and whao build their planning on
controlling information are in for a rude shock in Japan,
where there are no secrets. Different strategies are required,
and executives are well advised to adapt to the rapid flow of
information rather than to try to control its flow the way we
do in the United States. Clearly this calls for a complete
revamping of all information strategies—both internal and
external.

In high-context cultures, where people are spatially in-
volved with each other, information flows freely. As people
are already highly contexted and therefore don’t need to be
briefed in much detail for each transaction, the emphasis is
on stored rather than on transmitted information. Further-
more, channels are seldom overloaded because people stay
in constant contact. Schedules and screening (as in the use of
private offices) are avoided because they interfere with this
vital contact. Interpersonal contacts take precedence over
everything else. There are two primary functions of a Japa-
nese meeting and, therefore, two primary expectations: (1) to
context everybody, in order to open up the information chan-
nels and determine whether the group can work together;
and (2) to appraise the chances of coming to an agreement in
the future.

In high-flow information cultures, being out of touch
means that essentially one ceases to exist. This is experienced
by high-context Japanese who are overseas for long periods
and who recognize the crucial importance of keeping in
touch. These Japanese make every effort to return home
frequently enough to maintain their place in people’s minds
and to keep themselves up to date on the latest information.

Low-flow organizations are familiar to both Americans and
northern Europeans because low-flow information is associ-
ated with both low context and monochronic time; they
occur as a result not only of taking up one thing at a time, but
of the compartmentalization associated with LC institutions.
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The authors were once hired as consultants to a large govern-
ment bureaucracy in which there was a good deal of dissatis-
faction. As would be expected, there were multiple causes,
the most important of which was a bottleneck created bY a
high-ranking bureaucrat that blocked practically everything
going from the top down and from bottom up. O‘nce th'e
problem had been identified, one of the agency dnrect'c?r s
staff remarked, *‘ see we have a blockage in information.”” In
a high-flow, high-context situation everyone would have al-
ready known that this was the case. In a low-flow system,
however, it was necessary to call in outside consultants to
make explicit what some people suspected but were unable
to pin down.

ACTION CHAINS:
THE IMPORTANCE OF COMPLETION

E!i An action chain is an established sequence of
events in which one or more people participate—
and contribute—to achieve a goal. It's like the old-

fashioned ritual of courtship with its time-honored devglop—

mental stages. If either party rushes things too much, omits an
important procedure, or delays too long betweep steps, the
courtship grinds to a halt. Action chains cover a wide range of
events: mergers and takeovers, setting up joint enterprises or

a new division, hiring and training personnel, and even an

individual’s train of thought.
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Business is replete with action chains: greeting people,
training salesmen, developing an advertising campaign, float-
ing a stock offering, initiating a lawsuit, or even sinking a golf
putt. Many bureaucratic procedures are based unconsciously
on the action-chain model. Because of the diversity of these
functions, it may be difficult for some people to link these
activities in their minds, but it is the common thread of under-
lying, ordered sequence that ties each case to the others.

Because the steps in the chain are either highly technical,
as in floating a stock offering or completing a merger, or else
so widely shared and taken for granted that little conscious
attention is paid to the details, the tremendous need to reex-
amine the entire pattern is seldom recognized in the overseas
setting.

Some important rules govern the structure, though not the
content, of action chains, and these rules vary from group to
group. For example, if an important step is left out, the action
must begin all over again. Or, too many meetings and reports
can break action chains, making it difficult for people to
complete their work. In fact, the breaking of an action chainis
one of the most troublesome events with which human be-
ings have to contend in our speeded-up, technical twentieth
century.

Cultures can be arranged along a continuum, from those in
which motivation to complete a job (what the psychologists
call “closure”) is minimal to those in which motivation to
finish tasks is very strong. All planning must take into account
this elaborate hierarchy of action chains. Monochronic, low-
context cultures, with their compartmentalized approach and
depending as they do on scheduled activities, are particularly
sensitive to interruptions. They are, therefore, more vulnera-
ble to the breaking of action chains than high-context cul-
tures. In general, the higher the context, the more stable the
system and the lower its vulnerability to such breaks. High-
context people, because of their intense involvement with
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each other and their extensive, cohesive networks, are more
elastic; there is more ‘“‘give’’ in their system. Some poly-
chronic people will break an action chain simply because
they don't like the way things are going or because they think
they can “‘get a better deal.” For instance, we once knew a
monochronic architect in New York who was designing a
building for some polychronic clients. Her clients were con-
tinually changing the specifications for the building as they
had new ideas or perceived their own needs differently, even
down to requesting changes in the building’s foundations.
Designing and constructing a building is an elaborate collec-
tion of action chains. Interruptions and changes of the type
experienced by this architect can be devastating in their con-
sequences. When the Japanese break action chains, it can be
very unsettling to Americans, because Americans are brought
up with a strong drive to complete action chains.

The relationship between action chains and disputes is
important. Even though they may not always work, all cul-
tures have built-in safeguards to prevent disputes from esca-
lating to an out-and-out battle. Keep in mind, however, that
these safeguards apply only within the context of the culture.
In any situation where a dispute appears imminent, it is essen-
tial to do two things immediately: proceed slowly, taking
every action possible to maintain course and stay on an even
keel; and seek the advice of a skillful, subtle interpreter of the
culture.
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INTERFACING:
COMMUNICATING ONE ON ONE

zli The concept of interfacing can be illustrated by a

simple example: it is impossible to interface an

American appliance with a European outlet with-
out an adapter and a transformer. Not only are the voltages
different, but the contacts on one are round, on the other thin
and flat. The purpose of this book is to serve as an adapter for
business executives operating at the interface between Amer-
ican and Japanese cultures.

The problems to be solved when interfacing vary from
company to company, but a few generalizations are possible.
First, it is more difficult to succeed in a foreign country than at
home. Second, the top management of a foreign subsidiary is
crucial to the success of interfacing. Therefore, it is important
to send the very best people available, take their advice, and
leave them alone. Learn to expect that your Japanese man-
ager or representative will start explaining things in terms of
the ““Japanese mentality,”” which may sound somewhat alien
and strange.

Cultural interfacing follows five basic principles:

1. The higher the context of either the culture or the indus-
try, the more difficult the interface
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2. The greater the complexity of the elements, the more
difficult the interface

3. The greater the cultural distance, the more difficult the
interface

4. The greater the number of levels in the system, the more
difficult the interface

5. Very simple, low-context, highly evolved, mechanical
systems tend to produce fewer interface problems than
multiple-level systems of great complexity that depend
on human talent for their success

An example of an easy-to-interface business would be the
manufacture of small components for microscopes by two
divisions, one in Germany, the other in Switzerland. The
cultural distance in this case is not great since both cultures
are low-context as well as monochronic, and the business
operation itself does not involve different levels of complex-
ity.

A difficult-to-interface enterprise would be a newspaper
or magazine in two countries that are not that different, such
as Germany and the United States. Publishing is a high-con-
text enterprise which must be neatly meshed at literally doz-
ens of points, including writing, advertising, and editorial pol-
icy. The success of newspapers and magazines depends on
writers and editors who understand their audience’s culture
and know how to reach their readers.

An extremely-difficult-to-interface enterprise would be a
magazine, periodical, newspaper, or TV enterprise headquar-
tered in either America or Japan with a regular publication
schedule in the other country. The cultural distance is enor-
mous. The United States is low-context and monochronic,
while Japan is high-context and polychronic. Japan is homo-
geneous, while the United States is regional and multi-ethnic.
Japan is an island, the United States is a continent. The United
States is relatively sparsely populated, while Japan packs 120
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million people into a fraction of the area of our country. Such
an enterprise requires great sophistication and flexibility at
the top in order to succeed.

SUMMARY

E;i In organizations, everything management does
communicates; when viewed in the cultural con-
text, all acts, all events, all material things have
meaning. Some organizations send strong, consistent mes-
sages that are readily grasped by employees and customers
alike. Other organizations are less easy to interpret; they do
not communicate clearly, or their messages are incongruent.
Sometimes one part of the organization communicates one
thing and another part communicates something else. The
cues around which these corporate and cultural messages are
organized are as different as the languages with which they
are associated. Most important, their meaning is deeply im-
bedded and therefore harder for management to change
when making the transition from the United States to Japan.
Speed of messages, contexts, space, time, information
flow, action chains, and interfacing are all involved in the
creation of both national and corporate character. This book
is organized to help the American reader understand the
subtlety and complexity of culture as well as the interrelation
of its parts.
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INTRODUCTION

E; The study of the history of the human race teaches
us that technology, science, philosophy, and reli-
gion have all evolved, though not always at the
same rate or even in harmony with each other. In most cases
the evolution was slow at first and then progressed logarith-
mically. This is particularly true of technology. However, an
evolutionary view contains within it at least two hidden traps.
First, evolution implies a process in which the superior sur-
vive and therefore pass on to their offspring traits which
become refined or more highly evolved. This process in turn
leads to the belief that whatever is different or older is less
highly evolved, a theory known as social Darwinism. And
while there is a certain appeal to popular sentiment in the
tradition of social Darwinism, the approach can distort one’s
view of the world; it has the further disadvantage of placing
an intellectual block in the way of accepting anything that is
outside one’s own familiar culture.

The second invisible trap is that most people, whether they
are aware of it or not, are resistant to change or to doing
things differently. We Americans are particularly vulnerable
on this score, in part because of our affluence and our past
successes. Also, because we are a large and prosperous na-
tion with no close neighbors who can seriously compete with
us, many Americans grow up with the notion that we are
simply the best in the world and have the answers to every-
thing. This view, when applied to the Japanese, is counter-
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productive for at least three reasons: Japan has bested the
United States in a number of commercial arenas; she has a
long and illustrious past, and has made significant contribu-
tions to world culture; if one hopes to succeed in either the
Japanese or the world market, a prime requisite is respect for
one’s partners as well as one’s competitors.

The more one learns about relations with people like the
Japanese, the more one is impressed with the power of the
idea that the world’s greatest and most valuable resource is
people and the many different ways in which they mobilize
energy through information.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND:

CONTEXT FOR JAPAN TODAY
Eli For Europeans and Americans, Japan has always
been a paradoxical mix of the enigmatic and the
exotic. Many Westerners feel there are many
things about Japan that they will never understand. It is our
theory that some of these enigmas result not so much from
subtle, important cultural difficulties as from the Westerner’s
looking at the wrong things in the wrong places. A few words
concerning Japanese history may be useful in orienting the
Westerner to Japanese ways.
It has not been easy for foreigners to look beyond Japan’s
colorful and sometimes mysterious exterior in order to glean
its deeper patterns and significance. lts religions are strikingly
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different from Western religions; its material culture has
nearly mesmerized the outsider and has come to symbolize
Japan to the West. Japanese art and calligraphy, geishas, Noh
plays, the Kabuki theater, Buddhist temples, Confucianism,
Shinto shrines, and, last but not least, the tradition of an
emperor who was once revered as a living deity, are all
aspects of a culture that has captured the attention and stimu-
lated the imagination of the West. One could easily spend a
lifetime learning about Japanese surface culture. Yet outward
manifestations should not be confused with the basic under-
lying culture. In fact, these surface culture traits which appear
so significant to us are like the carapace of the tortoise: they
hide and protect the real Japan. Commodore Perry may have
thought he “opened’’ Japan to the West; in fact, as with all
cultures, what was revealed on the surface was little more
than an illusion.

THE CASTLE AND THE VILLAGE

To understand the past properly as well as the present in
Japan, it is necessary to take into account two separate cur-
rents in the stream of historical Japanese culture: the interde-
pendent roles played by the feudal lord and the agricultural
villages that sustained him. The influence of both can be seen
beneath the surface wherever one looks in Japan.

The restoration of the Mejji line of emperors in 1867 signi-
fied two important events in Japanese history. It marked the
end of Japan’s protracted period of feudalism as well as the
end of the shogunate, the leaders who had governed Japan in
the name of the emperor. With the downfall of the shogunate
came the demise of the deeply entrenched samurai, or war-
rior, class which had dominated that society for more than a
thousand years. However, the shogunate and the system
from which it evolved left an indelible stamp on Japan.
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Beginning with the Meiji period (1868-1912) and Admiral
Dewey’s forced entry into the Japanese fortress, Japanese
feudalism quite readily, and in a surprisingly short time, trans-
formed itself via the mechanism of the great zaibatsu (consor-
tium of large business firms) into its own version of twentieth-
century industrialism—by keeping the spirit of the samurai
alive in modern Japan.

Several aspects of the village tradition are evident as “ide-
als” in Japan’s present-day culture. Among them are leisurely
and task-oriented teamwork, which grew out of planting,
cultivating, and harvesting rice; consensus decision-making;
and equality among co-workers and members of the organi-
zational family. The paradox here is that the Japanese appear
to be very egalitarian in certain situations (when they work
together as a team) and rigidly hierarchical in others. How-
ever, closer examination reveals ever-present, subtle but
binding status distinctions. The hierarchy is always there.

One of the most important characteristics of the Japanese
is their strong sense of group identity. This pervades every
level of the society. Group ties are so strong that members
feel a collective sense of responsibility for each other’s ac-
tions.

LEADERSHIP: THE WARRIOR

While in the Western world the military man’s role was
commonly that of an adjunct or servant of religious, political,
or economic institutions, in Japan the reverse has been true.
For centuries, the warrior class in Japan was at the top, out-
ranking all others. When Japan was stripped of the external,
visible military trappings, it was still dominated internally by
the pervasive spirit and structure of its military institutions.

Japanese society is organized and functions according to
military tenets. We are referring to traits such as the strong
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hierarchical structure; insistence on following the chain of
command; daily acknowledgment of differences in rank be-
tween individuals; an obsession with loyalty; deep personal
attachments; emphasis on the performance of the group (a
major contrast to European individualism); willingness to
make both individual and group sacrifices to reach a major
objective; strong feelings of identity with, and loyalty to,
those within the group, in contrast to those who do not
belong (clear-cut lines between insiders and outsiders); a be-
lief that the organizational objective is the raison d’étre for
existence; and strategic ways of thinking (both in business
and in government).

The reason the West doesn’t do better in competition with
Japan is that it is competing with a society that doesn’t con-
duct business, but rather wages business—with the intensity
and concentration with which it might wage war. Con-
versely, only a small proportion of the Western world, Euro-
pean or American, consists of warriors at heart. Perhaps this
explains why in our interviews the successful American and
European business executives who really seemed to under-
stand the Japanese and who felt at ease dealing with them
frequently had a history of military service. It is interesting to
note that, while military men are not known for their flexibil-
ity of mind, they do for the most part pay very close attention
to the way in which the opposition fights.

What makes the Japanese system work so well is the man-
ner in which leadership and decision-making are structured.
There has never been any doubt in the Japanese mind as to
who is in charge. Possibly because they are so confident and
secure, Japanese leaders are usually loath to throw their
weight around. Proving that one is the boss becomes unnec-
essary. One doesn’t even have to give orders in the American
style. It is up to one’s subordinates to work things out, and
subordinates know they will be rated on how well they per-
form. Everyone in the organization is informed and has par-
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ticipated in the decision-making process in all matters con-
cerning the welfare and future of the organization.

The military metaphor should give the American CEO a
familiar conceptual tool in dealing with the complexity he will
meet in Japan. At the same time the reader must understaqd
that a knowledge of the American military will not automati-
cally render the Japanese system accessible. The Japanese
military is built on unique traditions and patterns, some of
which have been in place since the beginning of medieval
times. Still, the metaphor may help to explain, for exgmple,
why it is that Japanese managers of foreign subsi.d‘iarles are
given unbridled latitude and authority to make critical deci-
sions on their own. From this perspective it is possible to see
that “headquarters” can’t have the general staff interfering
with its field commanders.

MODERN JAPAN

ORDER AND RANK

“There is no situation as awkward in Japan as when the
appropriate order is ignored or broken.”
Chie Nakane, /apanese Society

The relation of leadership to the group pervades

ﬁ everything the Japanese do; the result is a vertical
social organization. Important relationships are

within the individual’s immediate group: his family and his

S
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business or professional group, the people he works with
every day.

The organizing principle for Japanese society is ranking
rather than stratification. Therefore, it is important to learn
some of the signs of rank and how to interpret them. During a
conference, the highest-ranking individual at a table often sits
farthest from the door; at other times he may sit at the middle,
surrounded by lower-ranking associates. While waiting for
his host, the visitor sits in the chair facing the door where his
host will enter. in a group, the person of highest rank walks
slightly in front, goes through the door first, and sits down
first. Other subtle signs of rank are clothes that are conserva-
tive and well-tailored and a bearing and manner that commu-
nicate restrained power, poise, and politeness.

In the words of Thomas Rohlen, in his book about the
social organization of a Japanese bank, For Harmony and
Strength, 'Close attention to the implications of behavior
and the arrangement of groups allows those with a practised
eye to perceive differences in rank readily.” For the Japanese,
order depends on people’s knowing and accepting their
proper place or rank and on not disturbing the “proper or-
der”’ of things. This insures harmonious interaction, one of
the Japanese’s highest priorities.

Itis also very important for Americans to know that formal-
ity should govern one’s relations with the Japanese. Informal-
ity is perceived as rudeness. They dislike intensely the use of
first names and the American penchant for back-slapping and
attempts to be ““buddies.”” All of these are viewed as insulting
and unwarranted familiarity.

The American occupation after World War |l imposed its
own definition of order on the Japanese by eliminating pat-
terns that it considered antithetical to personal freedom, such
as the ironbound authority of the head of the household over
the whole family. However, there still remains a vast reser-

1
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voir of behavior, institutions, and organizational patterns that
are deeply rooted in traditional Japanese culture. To illustrate:

<< >

A very successful European businessman with more than a
quarter century of experience with the Japanese awoke one
morning to find his company incapacitated by a strike. To
save his business, he immediately called in the best labor
experts. Their report was a dossier of all the classic mistakes
that one can make when applying one’s own unwritten rules
and concepts of order to a foreign culture. The report identi-
fied numerous errors ranging from inadequate personnel
screening to gross mishandling of how information and or-
ders to subordinates were channeled. In effect, the rules
governing the basic order of Japanese life (and business) had
been violated. Chief among these was failure to follow the
Japanese chain of command. The European businessman had
assumed that since he owned the company he had the right
to skip channels and give instructions directly to any em-
ployee. He said: I really learned that you have to pay atten-
tion to rank, the honbucho, bucho, and kacho. If you ignore
them, everything stops. Now | go by their rules.” (Honbucho,
bucho, and kacho roughly translate into general manager,
division manager, and section manager.)

<< >

Rules of order must be followed everywhere, especially at
the highest levels of government and diplomacy. In world
affairs, the Japanese are very conscious of their position as a
nation. They do not take kindly any implication that they are
not a first-class world power. Some Americans and Europe-
ans have indulged themselves by patronizing the Japanese, a
monumental mistake.

|
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THE FAMILY: ABSENT FATHER,
OMNIPOTENT MOTHER

Japanese children, especially boys, are brought up permis-
sively, and the bond between mother and child is strong. The
indulgence of the mother creates extreme dependence. The
Japanese mother sees her child as an extension of herself and
thus sets the stage for lifelong dependency relationships.

During his early years the Japanese child begins to under-
stand that his performance and behavior will be considered a
direct reflection of his love for his mother. Any failure will
cause her great pain and make the child feel guilty. The
mother becomes his coach and tutor; the Japanese term is
kyoiku-mama, which means ‘‘education mama.” If he does
well, she’s proud; if he fails, she is disgraced. The fear of
causing her pain or even disappointment is so great that the
child is always spurred to greater efforts (see Garfinkel, “The
Best Jewish Mother in the World,” in the Reading List).

In her book Japanese Women, Takie Sugiyama Lebra de-
scribes the training young girls receive at home that instills
cultural values and conditions them to proper comportment.
These values include modesty, reticence, elegance in han-
dling such things as chopsticks and dishes, tidiness, courtesy,
compliance, discipline for self-reliance, diligence, endur-
ance, and a willingness to work around the house. Japanese
girls are groomed to be skilled wives and mothers.

With her husband working long hours and seldom being at
home, the Japanese wife often feels abandoned when her
children grow up and she no longer has responsibility for their
education. Many wives suffer from depression; some have
nervous breakdowns, others turn to alcohol. Unfortunately, it
is difficult in Japan for middle-aged women to find employ-
ment, and since they have usually been raised to be wives
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and mothers they have little experience or education to pre-
pare them for work outside the home.

TERRITORIALITY:
CROWDING WITHOUT CONTACT

Most Americans are conditioned to avoid close physical
contact and generally observe the northern European pattern
of “’keeping their distance.” They tend to stand and sit much
farther apart than the Japanese, who will endure crowd con-
ditions in public that most Americans would find intolerable,
especially on subways and commuter trains. Nevertheless, in
social and formal situations, polite Japanese try to avoid acci-
dental touching and guard against any sign of spatial inti-
macy. It is important to remember that any violation of spatial
patterns is experienced personally. In shaking hands with
Japanese, avoid a hard grip; they neither like nor respect
““bone crunchers.”

As noted earlier, American business favors private offices,
which are status symbols. In some American firms there is an
open-door policy to facilitate communication and ready ac-
cess. In Japan, most executives favor sharing offices to insure
that information is shared so that each knows what is happen-
ing in the others’ areas of responsibility. Again, it’s the sea of
information that is vital to the Japanese. In Japanese firms
there are ceremonial rooms for receiving visitors and for
special meetings, but normally there are no other work areas
that afford real privacy.

Traditionally, in Japanese homes there is little privacy as
Americans think of it. The Japanese often live in very
crowded conditions, especially in large cities, where the rents
are very high (the average size of Japanese family housing is
282 square feet). In earlier times, paper walls (no longer
common) screened sight but not sound from the other rooms,
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from neighbors, or from the street. Lacking auditory privacy,
the Japanese have learned to tolerate loud noises, even the
blare of loudspeakers from demonstrators. The American in
Japan must find a way to cope with the distractions of audi-
tory intrusions.

In Japanese homes there is an important distinction be-
tween the inside and the outside of a house or apartment,
One always removes one’s overcoat before entering a house
or office. The outside area includes the entryway, where
visitors remove their shoes, as visitors should always do be-
fore entering a Japanese home (usually the host will provide
slippers). Inside there is a floor covering called tatami, a very
fine straw matting, and one never walks on tatami with
shoes.

EDUCATION: CONFORMITY IN THE
CLASSROOM

“’Japanese achievement motivation, which is very
high, is based not on training for independence
and self-reliance as in the West, but rather on the
instilling of affiliative and dependency needs.”
Robert J, Smith, fapanese Society

<O >

Japanese students are among the best-educated in the
world. jJapan has an illiteracy rate of less than 1 percent
compared to the United States’ rate of 8 percent. Ninety-nine
percent of Japanese students complete high school, com-
pared to 80 percent of American students. Also, it should be
noted that there are 240 days of school per year in Japan
compared to 180 in the United States. The Japanese educa-
tional system has produced students who consistently score
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high on standardized tests administered to high school stu-
dents in twenty industrialized countries. In a recent article in
Science, ‘‘Mathematics Achievement of Chinese, Japanese,
and American Children,”” by Stevenson, Lee, and Stigler (see
Reading List), the authors state: ““Although a small proportion
of American children perform superbly, the large majority
appear to be falling behind their peers in other countries.”
The authors attribute this gap to complacency on the part of
American parents, who do not see a need for improvement in
part because they are unaware of the high performance of
children in other countries.

From the close, dependent relationship at home the Japa-

nese child enters school to find a highly competitive atmo-
sphere where excellence and achievement are stressed. He
reaches out to the group to satisfy his yearning for depen-
dence and at the same time he is under enormous pressure to
compete. Quite often his mother arranges after-school tutor-
ing (juku school) and she also tutors him herself at home. The
price exacted in terms of pressure to excel has been devastat-
ing to some students.

High school pressures culminate in ““examination hell,”” the
time when students all over the country must compete for
admission to the prestigious universities, There is widespread
concern about the effects of this intense competition and the
negative impact on many adolescents. Many of them be-
come ill, some suffer breakdowns and depression, and a few
even commit suicide if they do not do well on examinations.
Another factor which weighs heavily on adolescents is the
frequent absence of the father, whose long working hours
prevent his spending much time with his family.

Japanese critics complain that the educational system relies
too much on rote learning and discourages independent
thinking. There is now talk of reform to make the system more
responsive to individual differences and abilities as well as to
reduce the pressure on students.
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As one might predict in a society where everything is
ranked, schools, colleges, and universities are also ranked.
The old Imperial University, now called Tokyo University
(Todaj), is at the top, and its graduates form an influential
network that penetrates virtually every power center in Ja-
pan. With rewards such as these in mind, Japanese mothers
do everything they can to get their sons on the right track
academically and into the best universities.

One of the first things Japanese communities overseas do is
start a Japanese school. This insures their children an oppor-
tunity to keep up with their classmates at home so that when
they return to Japan they can continue on their path toward
acceptance by one of the good universities.

The bond between school classmates extends throughout
life and includes all levels of education, grade school through
university. Classmates occupy a special status in one’s circle
of friends and acquaintances. One is obligated to give them
special consideration and assistance regardless of the level of
personal friendship.

THE YOUNGER GENERATION TODAY:
LOOSENING UP

As in so many countries today, the older generation in
Japan is worried about the decay in traditional values and the
lack of a strong work ethic in the younger generation. It is not
uncommon for Japanese adolescents to act out their re-
pressed anxiety and hostility against teachers and other au-
thority figures. Some students revolt against the system. The
older generation is becoming increasingly concerned by the
fact that middle-class Japanese families often raise their chil-
dren in affluence, providing for all their material needs; quite
often the children, overprotected and indulged, are unsure of
themselves and their goals and lack a sense of responsibility
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and purpose in life. A number of thoughtful Japanese voiced
their concern about the future of the country and, in particu-
lar, their fears about the future of business. We were told that
some young Japanese are much less interested in working
hard than their parents were. Some of the more sophisticated
and experienced Japanese business executives fear that what
has happened in Europe will happen in Japan. One Japanese
executive made this observation:

“We must never forget that behind the great suc-
cess of German business in the world market lie
many years of hard work. They struggled for years
to rebuild their industry after the war and they
worked very hard to achieve their success. Now
they are becoming spoiled. Perhaps there is a les-
son here for all of us.”

THE SEA OF INFORMATION

The Japanese are avid readers. There are twenty-seven
thousand bookstores in Japan, about the same number as in
the entire United States, and they are usually filled with eager
customers. Japanese newspapers have a daily circulation of
34 million in a country of 120 million. The average Japanese
family watches television approximately five hours a day,
and, in contrast to entertainment-oriented American televi-
sion programming, Japanese programming is approximately
75 percent news, cultural events, and education, and only 25
percent entertainment. it's no wonder they are well in-
formed.

On the job the average American needs a great deal of
information about exactly what is expected of him. He needs
procedures and explicit directions. The Japanese doesn’t
need procedures because he is expected to inform himself.
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Since he is very high-context, he expects other people to be
similarly contexted—informed about everything, including
procedures. The Japanese needs are for information about
human relationships, feedback on how things are going and
how people are feeling.

Many Japanese business executives are very well informed
about American culture; before they start working in the
United States, they read extensively from books, articles, and
reports, both general and technical. For example, many Japa-
nese business executives and government officials are well
versed in the workings of the American political system. One
American banker had this to say:

“The Japan lobby on Capitol Hill is one of the
strongest and best-connected lobbies in Washing-
ton. They know all the key congressional legislative
assistants, follow the drafts of legislation affecting
Japan, provide input and advice at every stage of
legislation, and they rally political and financial
power to pressure Congress. In 1984 Japan spent
three million dollars on lobbyists. They have the
best lobbyists in the business.”
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THE VOCABULARY
OF HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS

Eli Knowledge of the meaning of a number of key

Japanese terms makes it possible to understand

some of the heretofore hidden features of Japanese
psychology and culture. One of the strengths of modern
science is a shared agreement as to the meaning of scientific
words and symbols; if there were no agreement, unified sci-
ence would be impossible. To understand the Japanese,
Americans must learn some new terms, words whose
equivalents do not exist in English; these words have immedi-
ate and profound meanings to the Japanese, but would re-
quire volumes to be explained fully to Americans. These
terms are very high on the context scale and constitute vital
elements in the vocabulary of human relationships in Japan;
they are well worth the effort required to appreciate their
meaning.

“AMAE”

We begin with the term amae, a word with many meanings
and varied connotations depending on the context. The clos-
est English word is ““dependency,” but dependency in the
United States has a negative connotation that it does not have
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in Japan. Amae is the glue that holds Japanese society to-
gether.

Amae means feelings of closeness and dependency, the
emotions an infant feels for its mother. These emotions and
the needs they engender continue to operate throughout the
Japanese lifespan. The loyalty that is felt between members of
a work force is strengthened by amae among the group. A
Japanese male, when embarking upon a career, will know-
ingly enter into a dependency relationship with men of
power, status, and influence. This binds him to them in a
reciprocal relationship (the reciprocal term, amaeru, means
"to depend on the affection of another’’), and while he bene-
fits from the favors (which must be repaid, of course) it is the
emotional tie that is important to him.

Americans will find it difficult to understand how a man
could actively seek dependence on another man. Our cul-
tural currents (for males) run in the opposite direction—to-
ward independence. Yet the amae syndrome is entirely con-
sistent with other dominant themes in Japanese life. The
Japanese find it easier to communicate with another human
being if they are in a dependency relationship with that per-
son.

The larger Japanese companies reflect amae in their rela-
tionship to employees by providing health and life insurance,
housing for some employees and housing allowances for
others, low-interest mortgage rates, vacation facilities, week-
end retreats, athletic facilities and team equipment, and edu-
cation and training both in-house and at technical schools
and universities. In return, employees identify closely with
the company, which gradually becomes at least as important
as their family. Employees depend on the company just as the
company depends on its employees.

The crucial point about amae is that one’s personal identity
is rooted in the soil of one’s dependent and interdependent
relations to others as a member of a group. In contrast, the
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American and the European seeks his identity not as a cog in
a larger machine but as an individual. Not only must he free
himself from his parents but also he must maintain some
distance from all groups, even if he is a member of the group.
For Westerners, being too closely identified with a group is
tantamount to giving up one’s identity. Herein lies the great-
est distinction between Japanese and Americans. (For further
information about amae, we refer the reader to Dr. Takeo
Doi’s insightful book, The Anatomy of Dependence.)

Strong drives to conform characterize the Japanese. The
Japanese child is encouraged to conform at home as well as
in school, where he is rigidly programmed; a child who tries
to deviate from the prescribed lesson will be quickly brought
back into line. As in calligraphy, there is one right way to do
everything; nothing else is allowed.

In adult life, Japanese conformity focuses on the “‘refer-
ence group,’’ the group with which one works in a company.
Loyalty to the group is felt to be one of life’s highest values
and is the principal means by which an employee’s worth is
measured. Conformity is a strong and dependable indicator
of the individual’s loyalty.

Two important differences spring from the soil of Japanese
group identity: privacy for the individual is not important, and
since the “‘public’’ is outside one’s group, the Japanese have
little of what Americans call ““public spirit.”” To the Japanese
the concept of individual freedom does not have the same
value it has in the United States. To understand and appreci-
ate such apparent contradictions, one must be able to “‘jump
over one’s shadow,” as one of our respondents phrased it.

IIGIRIII AND IIONII

Closely related to amae is giri, which means one’s indebt-
edness to others, past and present. A sense of indebtedness is

D
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ever present in Japanese society, and the concept of giri
includes one’s ancestors and all those who have gone before
as well as one’s contemporaries. In every relationship one
feels the strong need to fulfill responsibilities.

On is the term for obligations, from minor matters to major
concerns. It involves giving and granting favors, again with a
burden of indebtedness. A Japanese feels special lifelong obli-
gations to his teachers and his bosses, past and present. The
passage of time never weakens this obligation. If anything, it
results in even greater feelings of indebtedness.

Ciri and on begin in infancy and are carried within the
individual throughout his lifetime. How well one discharges
one’s responsibility is part of one’s kao (face). English has no
term comparable to kao. Kao encompasses pride, self-es-
teem, and reputation. It is vital to the Japanese. A foreigner
should avoid criticizing a Japanese or demeaning him in any
way, nor should one disparage his work. All of these actions
are considered anathema.

A strong desire to maintain harmony characterizes the Jap-
anese. They are very concerned about other people’s feel-
ings. They hate to say ““No.”” Instead, they say, ‘I will con-
sider your request very carefully.” Americans often complain
that Japanese lead them to believe they agree to something
which, it later turns out, they reject. Remember, when you
ask for something, the Japanese avoid saying no, even though
that’s what they mean. You must therefore learn to read the
subtle signs of a negative reaction. (We refer the reader to
Masaaki Imai’s book, 76 Ways to Avoid Saying No.)

Since saving face is very important to the Japanese, they do
not criticize and they hate to make a mistake. You don’t hear
Japanese saying, “‘I told you that wouldn’t work.” The Japa-
nese do not understand people who criticize their own coun-
try or their company. They consider this extremely disloyal.
Be warned—if you do this, you will lose face.
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“NINGEN KANKEI"”

“If Japanese society is seen as a network of inter-
locking relationships, hierarchically arranged, the
strands of that net are formed by ningen kankei.”

Mark Zimmerman, How to Do Business with the fapanese

<< >

Ningen kankei involves closeness and cooperation be-
tween people in mutually beneficial relationships which
spring from a variety of sources. In addition to former class-
mates it includes people who come from the same town or
who are working for the same company. All of these shared
experiences create special bonds between people that are
part of ningen kankei. These relationships are carefully
tended over long periods of time. Ningen kankei furthers the
goals of those involved and is reinforced by feelings of duty
and obligation and sometimes genuine friendship.

Employees of the same organization tend to form ningen
kankei with people of their same level but in different parts of
the company (those in the same department might be in
competition). Ningen kankef is greatly strengthened by after-
hours socializing in bars or on the golf course over the week-
end,

As a foreigner develops contacts among the Japanese he
would be well advised to keep his contacts informed on all
matters of interest to them. In all likelihood the Japanese will
reciprocate and the foreigner can start building his own all-
important information networks. One never knows when a
new acquaintance will prove useful. Our advice is try to build
as many relationships as possible and remember that acts of

thoughtfulness and kindness will be repaid many times over. -
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Cultivating relationships requires time; one starts slowly and
spends a great deal of time learning about the background of
people who might be helpful in order to be contexted to their
interests and needs.

Most important, remember that these relationships are
based on genuine good feeling, not exploitation. One gives
and one receives from the heart.

But do not expect that, once you know them, your Japa-
nese friends will then behave like Americans. The Japanese
hide their emotions, and are very restrained in showing feel-
ings. As one Japanese observed, *’We share our sorrows and
we hide delight.” When Japanese are complimented or con-
gratulated, they look abashed or embarrassed, which is con-
fusing to Americans, who expect them to smile and look
happy.

As a corollary to ningen kankei, the Japanese distrust ver-
bal facility because they believe it denotes superficiality.
They communicate their true inner feelings by innuendo and
nonverbal means. Chie Nakane, the distinguished Japanese
anthropologist and author of the classic japanese Society,
gives a perfect example of a high-context interaction in her
description of a Japanese dealing with his own group:

g

. members of the group know each other ex-
ceedingly well. One’s family life, love affairs, even
the limits of one’s capacity for cocktails are inti-
mately known to others. Among fellow members a
single word would suffice for the whole sentence.
The mutually sensitive response goes so far that
each easily recognizes the other’s slightest change
in behavior and mood and is ready to react ac-
cordingly.”
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OTHER HIGH-CONTEXT TERMS

There are many other important terms in the Japanese
vocabulary of human relationships. The list that follows sug-
gests several things: first, a lesson that Americans seem to
need to learn again and again—namely, that HC systems, by
virtue of the fact that context is widely shared, are systems of
great and deep involvement of the participants with each
other. The closest analogue most people know is that of twins
who have grown up together or people who have been
through a great deal together over a long period of time. In
this sense, it is sometimes convenient to think of Japan as a
very large family with the emperor as the head of that family.
Second, shared information means not only high involve-
ment but also many ways of talking about the subtlety of that
involvement. The shared behavior patterns inherent in these
concepts make the Japanese sensitive to even the subtlest of
changes in emotional tone. They are sensitive to feedback
from friends and colleagues, and their awareness of nuances
of response in the marketplace makes American marketing
analyses seem crude. Third, as there are insiders, there are
also outsiders and specified emotions and commitments (or
lack thereof) for dealing with them. Japanese can be ruthless
with outsiders. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Japanese
are considered ethnocentric. We heard many accounts of
discrimination against foreigners, Asians as well as Western-
ers of all nationalities. The use of the term tanin is significant:
“’other persons’’ roughly translates to “‘nonpersons.” Unless
the visiting businessperson is a tourist with nothing at stake, it
is dangerous to maintain the status of tanin. In Japan, connec-
tions and friends are imperative, '

Some important additional high-context Japanese terms:

R T IEE———————

THE VOCABULARY OF HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS 61

harager

Jibun
enryo

kao
kimochi
nemawashi
ninjo
omote

ura

tatemae
honne

uchi
soto
wa

belly language; nonverbal communication to convey
true intentions

one’s self; awareness of self

special consideration for another, taking into account
the fact that by holding back part of oneself one may
not satisfy needs for amae (dealing with Americans
requires enryo for most Japanese)

face; personal honor

feelings (very important, even in business)
preparing the groundwork

ability to read and experience feelings of others

front; the face or image one presents to others (one is
““on guard”’)

back; real feelings (one is “off guard’’); related to
tatemae and honne; see below

front face; what is presented

true feelings privately held (tatemae and honne are
interdependent)

inside; insider; member of group
outside; outsider; not one of the group
harmony (vital)
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CORPORATE PHILOSOPHY

THE TEAM AND THE WORK ETHIC

Eli Each major )Japanese business has a philosophy

that permeates its organization and is taken very

seriously. This philosophy is often based on the
Confucian ideal of serving society and showing respect for
law, ceremonies, and community relationships. For example,
each spring company presidents talk to new recruits, some of
them graduates of the best universities, who are inducted into
the company with great ceremony and solemnity. Company
presidents usually stress the importance of personal growth,
the need to work for the common good of society, the need
for consensus, building good human relationships, and work-
ing in harmony with the group. For the individual employee,
loyalty is most important. The president is sure to remind new
recruits, called ““freshmen,” that there is more to business
than making money.

In our opinion, neither management skills nor corporate
philosophy is ultimately responsible for the phenomenal suc-
cess of Japanese business. Rather, the success grows out of
the strong Confucian and Buddhist work ethic that pervades
management and labor, and out of the group orientation that
is fostered in the educational system. These two traits are
reinforced by the pervasive influence of Japanese culture in
family life and education. In the words of Jared Taylor in
Shadows of the Rising Sun:
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“It is the Japanese worker, not the executive, who
has made Japan great. . . . Management’s main
achievement is to have channeled the qualities that
workers bring to their job in the first place.”

We would add that management’s achievement also lies in
its recognition and encouragement of those qualities, and in
its skill in developing them.

JOINING A MAJOR COMPANY

After being hired by a major company, each employee
signs a contract which is the essence of simplicity by Ameri-
can standards. The contract states that the person is a mem-
ber of the company and that he pledges to follow the com-
pany rules. The contract has no details about rights, duties,
procedures, redress, renegotiation, or termination. Such a
contract for a lifetime commitment, vague by American stan-
dards, does not deal with definite obligations on either side.
However, it is important to realize that there is an implicit
assumption of mutual commitment and goodwill. It is another
example of how the Japanese depend not on legal documents
but on a feeling of shared responsibility, trust, and commit-
ment.

In time the company becomes a home for the new em-
ployee, and he is assigned to a more senior member of the
firm who will act as his mentor. This relationship is extremely
important in business life. The “incoming class’’ of new em-
ployees will spend up to six months in orientation and then be
dispersed to different departments, but their first identifica-
tion will always be with their entering group. Training for new
recruits often includes physical conditioning as well as classes
in company philosophy, human relations, and, of course,
some technical training related to the company. For the first
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six to eight years they will all receive the same salary. There-
after, individual performance and competence will be subtly
rewarded with modest pay raises. During these years they
will work with each other, strengthening the bonds of loyalty
that started with their entry into the company. After about
fifteen years they will be competing for the top jobs. At this
point, management will select those who show the necessary
leadership qualities.

The Japanese usually arrive at work on or before the ap-
pointed hour. Often the company reinforces group identity
by holding daily pep talks, by having a group recitation of the
company’s creed, or by singing the company song. This gath-
ering is followed by physical exercises. Everyone, from top
management to factory workers, participates in these group
activities. Breaks are rare, though lunch hour is scheduled.
The boss decides when the workday ends; when he leaves,
everyone else in the office can leave, too. It is not so much a -
matter of staying late to finish a task as of being on hand
should the boss need an employee. After-hours socializing,
while not technically part of the job, is in reality a recognized
and essential part of it, designed as it is to strengthen bonds
between employees.

The company also provides recreational and vacation fa-
cilities to its workers, and some workers live in company-
subsidized housing that may include programs not unlike
those of American summer camps, with early morning runs
and team sports. Competitions are between groups and do
not stress individual achievement. Company sports teams are
very popular, and it's not uncommon to find top manage-
ment playing on the team with junior managers and factory
workers. Eventually, for many employees, the company be-
comes the most important thing in their lives. In the words of
Frank Gibney, the Japanese “made the company a village.”
The company is also a kind of extended family. The Japanese
often describe someone by saying, ‘“He’s a Honda man,” or
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““He’s a Fuji man.” Within each company there is a feeling of
“we’’ (uchi, meaning “‘inside’’) vs. “‘they”” (soto, or “out-
side’”), “‘they”” being everyone who is not one of ““us.” Since
most employees’ social relationships and activities take place
within the company framework, the ““we/they’’ dichotomy is
reinforced.

There is also a direct relationship between an employee’s
status and that of his company. Employees depend on their
company affiliation in such vital personal matters as marriage
(company status is very important to a prospective bride and
her family), getting a loan for a house, or even renting an
apartment. This dependency on the company reinforces the
employee’s feeling that his company is his family—another
example of the importance of amae.

For a revealing account of the day-to-day workings of a
typical Japanese company, the reader is referred to a lively
article by Jeffrey S. Irish (see Reading List) in which Mr. Irish
details his two years as one of the team in a Japanese com-

pany.

JAPANESE WORKERS: THE ULTIMATE TEAM
PLAYERS

“The Japanese don’t want people who do a good
job but have a bad attitude.”

Japanese CEQ, automobile industry

<O >

Most Japanese are hard workers and high achievers, and
these qualities are reinforced by intense peer pressure from
their ka (work group). Above all else, they do not want to let
their group down. This feeling of interdependence often
makes it very difficult for them to take vacations or sick leave,
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even when they are very ill, since they feel that absence
means failing one’s co-workers. Japanese working overseas
are often shocked by long vacations and a strict nine-to-five
schedule. The difference in work habits is shown in these
figures from The Wall Street journal (April 6, 1984): the
average German worker clocks 1,773 hours per year, com-
pared to the American’s 1,904 and the Japanese worker’s
2,101. According to a survey by the Japanese Ministry of
Labor in 1983, 30 percent of Japanese salaried workers
spend less than three waking hours per day with their families
on weekdays; only 41 percent have dinner with their families
every day. Despite a determined effort by the government to
promote leisure activities, most Japanese continue to work on
Saturdays and take only 60 percent of their allotted vacation
time each year (see Bernard Wysocki, “‘Lust for Labor,” in
Reading List).

Americans must understand the power of the Japanese
work ethic if they are to compete with the Japanese. The
Japanese man is married first to his job, and then to his family.

LOYALTY
“. . . strict adherence to personal loyalty is at the
core of Japanese concern for people rather than for
principles.”

Mark Zimmerman, How to Do Business with the Japanese

<0 >

Japanese culture is highly situational in character. It has
different ethics and moral standards from Western cultures.
What Westerners term honesty is overridden by the Japanese
desire to protect the boss or the company and to save face at
all costs. Even legal contracts and agreements in Japan may
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change if the situation changes. Since some standards are so
fluid, therefore, there must be some constant values on which
the Japanese can depend. Loyalty is one of these basic values,
remaining constant despite changing circumstances.

When someone commits a crime, those around him feel
both great shame and a desire to be protective. For example,
when the Japanese Prime Minister, Mr. Tanaka, was accused
several years ago of taking bribes from Lockheed, his chauf-
feur committed suicide rather than risk being called to give
testimony in court that might have been damaging to his boss.

The Japanese must demonstrate his loyalty to his group and
to his company, most often by staying late and by not taking
vacations or sick leave. The Japanese with whom we talked
stated, with some embarrassment, that they would prefer to
be home with their families, but they felt unable to leave the
office as long as the boss was still there. Most said they did
not want to let their colleagues down. One German firm in
Japan capitalized on the Japanese reluctance to take vaca-
tions by arranging company trips to Germany and France,
which permitted their employees and those from their
franchised businesses to have a vacation with a clear con-
science; while they were enjoying themselves, they could
make friends with the Europeans with whom they were doing
business.

RESPONSIBILITY

Building a reputation for dependability, taking responsibil-
ity when something goes wrong, and keeping one’s word are
all sacred to the Japanese. These characteristics are like
““money in the bank.”” Reliability and dedication are taken for
granted. Acknowledging responsibility includes making a
public statement that one is truly sorry when a mistake has
been made. Contrition is not only valued but is an absolute
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necessity under certain conditions. Japanese can be very for-
giving but not in the absence of contrition.

In Japan, when something goes wrong, the person in
charge takes the blame, The form that this takes can range
from a straightforward acknowledgment of responsibility to
resigning or to seppuku (suicide).

One Japanese banker said: ““In the United States, decision-
making is centralized and responsibility is diffused. In Japan,
decision-making is diffused and responsibility is concen-
trated.”

Those reared in cultures stressing individualism are often
surprised at the degree of competitiveness that individual
Japanese may show in their group-oriented culture. Even
when alone, the Japanese knows he has his group behind
him, and this group support seems to propel him forward
with unbelievable energy. One of the highest goals in life is to
be able to contribute to the group against the competition.

QUALITY CONTROL CIRCLES

An American, W. Edward Demming, introduced the con-
cept of quality control in Japanese manufacturing. The Japa-
nese seized upon this idea with alacrity and have developed
it far beyond anything that exists in the United States.

Within each large Japanese company there are quality con-
trol circles (QCCs) composed of fifteen people from different
levels and various departments. They meet regularly to study
problems and make recommendations for improvements in
products or service. These quality control circles are de-
signed to encourage input from individual employees on
ways to improve company performance and to strengthen
employee identification with the company. The QCCs com-
pete with each other to discover the best way to save money
and reduce waste and defective products. Often the com-
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pany presents an annual award to its most successful quality
control circle. Since significant money-saving suggestions
and innovations have come from QCCs, these play an impor-
tant role in improving overall performance. The goal of qual-
ity control is zero defects. QCCs are the modern-day mani-
festation of the deeply ingrained respect for quality that has
been a tradition throughout Japanese history.

For a very brief period before and immediately following
World War I, when the Japanese were just beginning to mass-
produce goods for the American market, they made cheap
toys and small goods of inferior quality. However, they
learned about quality control from Demming and then found
a great demand for high-quality goods, which is what they’ve
been producing ever since with great success. Since 1951,
top Japanese firms have competed for the annual Demming
Prize, awarded for outstanding achievement in both produc-
tivity and quality control. This is the most sought-after prize in
Japanese business today.

SERVICE ORIENTATION

“In Germany your product is most important to
your success; in Japan, it is the human relationships
you build. Without them you will not succeed.”

Manager, trading company

<<

Japanese business is strongly oriented toward providing
service to its customers and is concerned about meeting their
needs. Great attention is paid to research on what customers
want. One of the frequent complaints about foreign business
is that certain firms don’t take the trouble to find out what
their Japanese customers want. They ship clothing that
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doesn't fit the Japanese physique and appliances that are too
large for Japanese:living space and not adapted to lower
voltage and frequencies.

The Japanese expect prompt service and availability of a
full line of parts for any major purchase. American businesses
in Japan must therefore carry a large and complete inventory
of parts and provide trained service personnel. This is espe-
cially important in the automobile industry since many Japa-
nese fear that buying a foreign car means they won’t be able
to get parts or good service. (Addressing this fear may be
something to consider in your advertising.)

Building customer loyalty is a major goal for Japanese
salesmen, and they go to enormous trouble and great effort to
give their customers fine service.

THE ORGANIZATION

THE STRUCTURE

Eli For a comparison between an American and a Jap-

anese business, we refer readers to David Halber-
stam’s The Reckoning, which describes Ford and
Nissan in great detail.

The organizational structure of Japanese business reflects
the hierarchical nature of the society. The division manager,
honbucho, is above the general manager or division chief,
bucho, who is above the deputy general manager, jicho, who
supervises the managers or the department chief, kacho. All
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communication from the top follows the proper chain of
command down to the designated employee. If an American
executive wants to communicate with one of his kacho, he
must go through the honbucho, bucho, and jicho. The Japa-
nese do not “‘jump channels”’; this would cause a loss of face
for intermediaries.

When an American company works with a Japanese com-
pany, it is important that the Americans begin the process of
collaboration with those Japanese employees who will be
involved. Even if Americans have contacts with top-level
people in the Japanese company, they should work only with
those Japanese who are working at a comparable level in the
Japanese company. After a time, a report on the collabora-
tion will work its way through the information network of the
Japanese company to the top-level executives, who will be
informed of what has been achieved.

The ka is the basic work group of the company and is

usually composed of fifteen workers of various ranks and
skills plus a kacho, or chief. For most workers, the ka is the
most important group in life next to family and friends. Each
worker is assigned to a ka for training in more than one task,
which makes for flexibility within the organization. Each
work group is responsible for a particular job, which means
that no one person is ever at fault if a project doesn’t succeed.
It also means that praise and rewards go not to individuals but
only to the group.
" Consensus and teamwork are reinforced by many group
meetings and prolonged discussion about how to achieve
goals. It is management’s responsibility to set goals and moti-
vate people to achieve them.

Every three to five years a worker is assigned to a different
group, and he will work under several kacho before he re-
tires. Most kacho have at least fifteen years’ experience. Each
kacho evaluates the worker, suggests what jobs he would do
well, and recommends him for other positions.
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THE INFORMATION-BASED ORGANIZATION

This movement of personnel within the company rein-
forces an essential aspect of Japanese organizations: the free
flow of information. In every aspect of their lives the Japanese
live in a sea of information. On the job, the average American
needs procedures and explicit directions; the Japanese does
not because he automatically keeps himself constantly in-
formed. He actively participates in sharing all kinds of infor-
mation, all the time. Usually he works in an area with several
other employees, without the screening of a private office; he
also talks to other employees and keeps up to date. He listens
and watches and learns.

Because the Japanese are high-context, they expect other
people to be similarly contexted, that is, informed about
everything including office procedures. Their greatest needs
are for information about human relationships and how peo-
ple are feeling. They therefore have quite sensitive antennae
for perceiving emotional reactions.

The Japanese mode of sharing information will have an
impact on American business. Peter Drucker, writing in 7he
Wall Street fournal (June 4, 1985), had this to say about the
future of American business:

** ‘The organization of the future’ is rapidly becom-
ing reality—a structure in which Jinformation
serves as the axis and the central structural sup-
port. . . . Companies are busily reshaping their
managerial structure around the flow of informa-
tion. . . . [/t is information rather than authority
that enables them to mutually support each
other. . . . The information-based organization
requires high self-discipline.” [ltalics added.]
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Much of what Drucker has to say about the information-
based organization could have been modeled on a study of
Japanese organizations, which are, in the truest sense, infor-
mation-based. We are convinced that a transition from the
traditional Euro-American command-authority organization
to the information-based organization alters everything, and
there is much to be learned in the process of doing business
with the Japanese, whose power lies in their ability to mobi-
lize and use information at all levels.

PROMOTIONS

Before describing the system for promotion, we must em-
phasize one of the great differences between Japanese and
American industry: the quality of the work force. In our opin-
ion, not enough attention is paid to this difference. By and
large, Japanese labor is well educated; high school graduates
can read, write, and do basic math accurately. Therefore,
they can follow instructions and be trained on the job in a
very short time. Also, we heard nothing in our interviews
about drug or alcohol abuse on the job, a problem that
plagues many American industries. In addition, workers are
dedicated to their companies and take pride in their products
and service.

-Routine promotion is automatic by seniority and is not
linked to achievement or responsibility. It is given in recogni-
tion of the worker’s loyalty to the company. This does not
mean that talent is lost. It is not. Very talented people are
placed where they can best serve the company. When some-
one is promoted, one of the first things he is asked to do is to
choose his successor and begin training him immediately. To
be eligible for consideration for promotion, an individual
must occupy a position immediately below the position to be
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filled. No one jumps a rank. He must also have spent the
requisite number of years in his previous position.

Most large Japanese companies have ongoing training for
their key personnel—those individuals who have been identi-
fied as potential leaders. Company personnel departments
have extensive information on all employees, their strengths,
their special skills, and their weaknesses. They are carefully
prepared and given assignments in different parts of the orga-
nization, sometimes in different foreign countries as well as at
different levels within the company. This insures that they
develop the overview considered essential for top manage-
ment. One Japanese official in a large bank reviewed his
company experience for us in such diverse industries as agri-
culture, manufacturing, and banking. He had had six different
foreign assignments. His next project was to be in China, a
country of growing interest to Japanese business. Compare
his experience with the American practice of developing spe-
cialists who remain in one area and work their way up within
one division of the company.

The goal of the promotion-selection process is to promote
the best man from each age group into the ranks of leader-
ship. The criterion used in judging personnel is performance
based on persistence and dependability. Seriousness is highly
valued and is demonstrated by hard work, loyalty, and cour-
tesy over a long time. Also needed is the ability to work well
in groups. The key to everything in Japan is ningen kankej,
human relations.

Incompetent workers are few and far between. They are
usually “’sidelined,” given work of minimal importance.
Older workers who can no longer be counted on to be pro-
ductive are permitted to work at routine tasks which allow for
“looking out the window,”” as it was described to us.
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LEADERSHIP

“Japanese are like a school of fish; they flow. You
don’t try to lead them, you just give a slight indica-
tion of where they might go, an invisible direc-
tion."”

Japanese company president, Tokyo

<=<>>

A term that is very important in understanding the Japanese
is wa, “‘harmony.”" It refers to the quality of human relation-
ships and involves cooperation, trust, sharing, and warmth,
based on a caring attitude toward others. It is the ingredient
that results in efficient teamwork and high morale. The suc-
cess of any enterprise, small or large, depends on harmony,
beginning with the smallest unit and going up through all
levels of the organization. The successful leader does his best
to contribute to and enhance wa.

Top Japanese executives are chosen for their leadership
qualities. As they rise through the ranks, employees are care-
fully watched and rated on their own performance, particu-
larly their ability to get along with others and work harmoni-
ously with their team. To the Japanese, leadership means an
individual’s ability to listen carefully to others and to work
to achieve group consensus and harmony. These are the
marks of a leader. Judgment and the ability to combine a
long-term view with a wide-ranging perspective are also im-
portant. A good Japanese executive is like an old-time sea
captain. He knows his ship, he knows his men, and he knows
the sea. He never touches the helm and he never endangers
his ship; he depends on his officers and his crew and he keeps
an eye on everything.

s it o N
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Japanese leadership positions require seniority within the
organization and the strong support of one’s personal asso-
ciates, who are loyal and devoted to their leader. In the rare
instance when a new leader is brought in from another part of
the organization or from outside, he brings with him his own
group (kobun), who are personally loyal to him and both
dependent on and supportive of him. The golden rule of
Japanese ethics is, ““No man can serve two masters.”’

Nowhere is the contrast between Japanese and American
culture more pronounced than in their different concepts of
leadership. In the United States, a leader is usually someone
with a strong ego, often with personal charisma, selected for
his ability to make decisions and to take responsibility with or
without consulting his associates. This kind of ‘‘take charge”’
leader who wants to ““put his stamp’’ on the organization can
be devastating to the Japanese because he destroys the sense
of harmony and consensus that is vital to their performance.

The title of Thomas Rohlen’s book, For Harmony and
Strength, is taken from a bank motto. Rohlen writes:

“Those considered top leadership material are
generally men with a surplus of energy, intelli-
gence, and ambition, qualities they must learn to
control and discipline in order to survive the long
years of subordination to the organization, their
superiors, and their office groups. For the average
man this subordination may not be particularly dif-
ficult, but for the talented and vital people it can be
a struggle.” .

As many observers have noted, Japanese learn to develop
great inner strength as they grow up and mature. Their self-
control enables them to master any hostile or antisocial feel-
ings that might be disruptive to the group.
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HIERARCHY: BUSINESS CARDS AND BOWS

The Japanese are very hierarchical and have systems for
ranking everyone and everything; therefore, the first thing a
Japanese wants to know about any outsider is where that
individual is located in his company. Japanese cannot relate
properly to someone without this information. This is why
business calling cards (meishi) are important in japan. They
are used on every occasion when one businessman meets
another. The cards should be engraved or printed on fine
quality paper. Foreign executives must have calling cards
with their name, company name and address, and, most
important, their title, indicating their rank in the company. For
foreigners, it is customary to have one side of the card printed
in English and the other side in Japanese characters to make it
possible for the Japanese to place you correctly. Until a Japa-
nese knows your position (rank) in your company he does not
know how to relate to you, how deferential to be. He cannot
establish a relationship with you until he has this information.

The japanese businessman who receives two or more
cards at the same meeting will usually place them on a table
in front of him and position them according to rank. Cards are
especially helpful in a group meeting. It is best to carry cards
in a card case in your jacket. There is a ritual for exchanging
calling cards and it must be followed exactly. First, make sure
the card is not presented to the Japanese upside down. As in
all matters of Japanese courtesy, it is wise to have some
coaching. When you receive a business card, read what's on
it and always take it with you. It is customary to present one
card at a time to each member of a group, with the proper
formal bow. We once witnessed an example of how it should
not be done when a European businessman threw his calling
cards on the table as if he were dealing cards in a poker game.
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It was highly embarrassing to all present, especially his Japa-
nese boss.

There are many subtle signs of rank in Japan which may not
be apparent to American visitors. As mentioned earlier, the
Japanese language constantly conveys superior or subordi-
nate rank. Another more obvious manifestation is the manner
in which they bow. The Japanese bow at the beginning of
each meeting or interaction and again at the end. It is possible
to sit in a hotel lobby in Japan and determine the relative rank
of Japanese by the manner in which they bow to each other.
The person with the least status bows lowest.

Hierarchy is so ingrained in Japanese society that the Japa-
nese do not need status symbols such as private offices or
executive dining rooms to convey rank; however, the posi-
tion of the desk or the chair in a large room is all-important. In
general, the chair farthest from the door is the place of honor.
Top Japanese executives sometimes eat in the company cafe-
teria and wear the company work jackets in their offices. This
signifies their identification with the company team, but it
does not mean that anyone is unaware of their rank. This
sensitivity to rank extends to wives of Japanese executives,
who are careful to defer to the boss’'s wife and are very
solicitous and helpful to her. Subordinate wives do not ap-
pear with clothes or jewelry that might be considered more
elegant than those of the boss’s wife; this would cause her to
lose face.

COLLECTIVE DECISION-MAKING
AND CONSENSUS:
THE “RINGI”"—SLOW, SLOW; FAST, FAST

By now, most foreign business executives have heard
about the importance of consensus in Japanese business—
indeed, in every facet of Japanese life. Harmony and consen-
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sus are keystones of Japanese society. In business, any new
project is presented in a proposal called the ringi, giving the
goal, the expected benefits of achieving it, the pros and cons,
the cost, and the projected time frame. The ring/ slowly
works its way through many layers of the organization, with
frequent delays for changes and clarification. This process of
collective decision-making allows everyone involved a
chance to review, evaluate, discuss, and approve or disap-
prove the proposal. This process is absolutely essential in a
society where individuals need to be fully informed about
everything. When an individual approves a proposal, he puts
his personal stamp (han) on it; some proposals have dozens
of stamps before the process is completed. The finished doc-
ument with everyone’s stamp is called the ringisho. Until the
ringisho is completed, there is no final decision.

Final decisions entail many, many meetings, where all
points of view are presented and discussed until consensus is
achieved. At every stage differences are reconciled. The ring/
system not only insures that each employee is fully informed
and consulted, but it insures strong support for the final deci-
sion. This kind of ““bottom-up’’ decision-making means many
ideas are initiated from middle and lower levels in the com-
pany. If management wants to take the initiative with a pro-
posal, it assigns a staff member the job of preparing the
proposal; like all other proposals, it will work its way through
all levels of the ring/ process.

Japanese decision-making causes Americans great distress
because they don’t understand the delays. They consider it
“foot dragging,”” which it is not. However, the short imple-
mentation time may compensate for the delay in decision-
making. Because everyone identifies closely with the final
decision, each employee works hard to implement it, hence
the description, “‘slow, slow; fast, fast.”” Its also important to
remember that in a system of lifetime employment in one of
the major firms, decisions that affect the future of the com-
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pany have great personal impact on each employee; he
knows he will have to live with the results of these decisions.
Everyone wants to be sure they are realistic and beneficial,
both for him and for his company.

It is important to know that while 90 percent of decision-
making in Japanese business is consensus, there are a few
exceptions. In companies where the CEO is also the founder
of the company, he may sometimes make a unilateral deci-
sion, which is called tsuru no hitoke, “one screech of the
crane.” Tsuru no hitoke is so unusual that when it occurs the
CEO may feel obligated to explain or justify his decision to his
subordinates.

Because of consensus decision-making, Japanese board
meetings are a ritual. The president reads the minutes and
everyone present says, ‘‘No objection’’ to each point. There
is no discussion because decisions are being reported, not
made. Exhaustive discussions have already been held before
the meeting at every level in the organization. The board
meeting is therefore a formal ceremony acknowledging what
has been decided.

LONG-TERM PLANNING

Long-term planning is a cornerstone of Japanese business.
Companies take planning for granted, and it is built into their
day-to-day operations. Examples of long-term planning in
Japan abound. For instance, many companies now know
who their managers will be in the year 2000; other compa-
nies are already deeply involved in future projects such as the
Osaka Festival for the 21st Century (this festival, still fourteen
years in the future, now has an office for coordinating the
project).

Top management is committed to investing profits in re-
search and development for the future, since they are much
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less concerned with immediate profits and with stockholders
than with long-term financial health. Japanese companies
also accumulate capital to modernize plants and develop
new technologies. This is part of their future planning, as is
their practice of investing in personnel training. Companies in
the United States that are unable to think of the long term are
under a severe handicap when competing with the Japanese.

STRIKES

The well-known spring labor offensive in Japan, called the
shunto, is the time of year when unions publicize their de-
mands and workers march with loudspeakers blaring. During
this time there is usually a threat of a strike by the national
railway workers’ union. For the most part it is only unions of
government workers that actually go on strike. Private unions
usually take a more cooperative position with company man-
agement.

The Japanese do not have trade unions. Each large com-
pany has its own union, which represents all employees ex-
cept top executives. As a result, the union concentrates on
working conditions in the company rather than on those
throughout the industry. Company strikes are very infre-
quent, but they pose a much greater danger to the company
than industry-wide strikes. Workers are aware of the vulnera-
bility of their company during a strike because they know
competitors might take advantage of the chance to injure the
company permanently.

The union monitors the company’s overall performance
and works to resolve differences between union and manage-
ment. Since many directors of major Japanese companies
once served as company labor leaders in their younger years,
management is sensitive to labor’s concerns. Another impor-
tant factor in understanding the position of labor is the re-
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quired disclosure of financial data. All public companies in
Japan are required to publish profit-and-loss balance sheets in
the newspapers. Financial data are well known, both inside
and outside the company. As one German managing director
of a large manufacturing company in Japan told us, “‘This is a
company with glass pockets. Everyone knows our financial
situation.” Personal financial information is also widely avail-
able—a list of everyone who earns more than 10 million yen
a year (approximately $40,000 in 1985) is published annu-
ally. Unions know their company’s financial position; they
know workers will share in profits through bonuses during
good years, and that they must also share bad times when
bonuses may be reduced or omitted. For example, in 1986
several large Japanese manufacturers reduced pay for their
senior executives by 10 percent because profits were down.
The free flow of information, in this instance between labor
and management, is a great factor in successful collaboration
and internal harmony.

The salary ratio between labor and top management for
three industrialized countries is given below:

United States 1 to 80
West Germany 1 to 25
Japan 1 to 7

It’s easy to understand why the Japanese worker feels he’s
part of the team. '

It would be a fallacy to think that all Japanese workers are
well protected, since there is lifetime employment only for
employees of the large, major companies, which make up
only 30 percent of companies nationwide. The mandatory
retirement age is 5557, except for directors and senior exec-
utives. Retirement is a painful time for Japanese workers be-
cause they do not usually have company pensions. Instead,
workers merely receive a lump-sum payment at retirement.
(Some Japanese workers have government pensions to which
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they have contributed, but these are very modest.) For most
Japanese, retirement simply means the age at which a man
must leave his company and try to find another job. Some-
times companies agree to keep a retired worker at a reducgd
wage. In 1980, half the Japanese men over sixty-five were st|'||
working and many others were looking for jobs. Retirement_ls
a period of financial strain on the retiree, and often his chil-
dren have to contribute to his support. The situation poses
severe problems for the Japanese in the future, as the aged are
becoming a larger and larger proportion of the population.

WOMEN IN BUSINESS

“Resignation is the first lesson of life.”
Yomiko Yansson

<< >

Japanese business has traditionally been a man’s world.
There are very few women in business, and those are usually
found only in clerical or secretarial jobs. The large corpora-
tions usually do not hire women except as secretaries on a
temporary basis. Women are viewed as “temporary employ-
ees”’ who will leave their jobs when they marry. Even women
who have graduated from Tokyo University and other presti-
gious universities have great difficulty finding appropriate
jobs. In a New York 7imes article on women in business,
Susan Chira reported that, according to the Japanese Ministry
of Labor, women accounted for about 35 percent of the
salaried work force in Japan in 1983, yet only 6 percent of its
managers. Female managers were less than one tenth of 1
percent of all working women in the country.

The situation is gradually changing. Recently, American
business and a few major Japanese firms have begun hiring
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Japanese female university graduates, taking advantage of
their training, ability, and intelligence. We predict this trend
will continue, since these women are a great untapped re-
source.

According to a 1981 Japanese government survey, women
represent 43 percent of the 350,000 Japanese who work for
foreign firms. Since many Japanese men do not want to work
for foreign firms, American business is discovering how ad-
vantageous it is to hire well-educated Japanese women.
Some of them now hold top executive posts in such Ameri-
can industries as banking, publishing, and consumer prod-
ucts.

THE FUTURE

Conditions are changing, and no one knows how long the
tradition of loyalty and the strong Japanese work ethic will
remain intact. The impetus for change comes from economic
factors and from contact with the Americans, Germans, and
other Europeans, who think little of changing jobs. In these
countries, workers’ careers are their own and are not tied to
the company. As a matter of fact, in many Western countries,
the only way middle or top management can advance is by
changing jobs, a pattern that radically alters feelings of loyalty
to a company. A company with little employee turnover,
where the career of the employees is allied with the future of
the company, is a very different organization from one in
which the company is seen as a means for personal advance-
ment.

Japan'’s rising standard of living is also bringing about many
changes. For example, the work week in 1985 was 40.5
hours, compared to 47.6 in 1960. Younger workers in partic-
ular are less willing to work overtime, and more and more
Japanese of all ages are taking longer vacations. It would
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appear that the Japanese are becoming more interested in
leisure and in enjoying life. This is not to say that there are no
longer workers and managers who continue to put in twelve-
hour days. But there is a strong current pushing the Japanese
toward a less obsessive work orientation. Many Japanese
workers and management now want more promotions based
on performance. Young Japanese want more time for thejr
families. Japanese women are trying hard to get a foothold in
business and are no longer willing to be only temporary em-
ployees. It's impossible to predict how quickly such changes
will become widely accepted.

Traditionally the Japanese have been great savers. In 1985
they saved on average 17 percent of their disposable income.
In a recent effort to stimulate consumer spending and thus
encourage sales of imported goods, the government is feduc—
ing or abolishing savings incentives. The govemmeqt is also
contemplating tax cuts to spur housing construction and
large-scale public works projects.

WHY JAPANESE BUSINESS IS SUCCESSFUL

“Japan isn’t just a formidable economic challenge,
it is a devastating mental challenge.”

American executive, electronics industry

“Tremendous dedication, hard work and unstint-
ing personal sacrifice and effort were the secret of
Japan’s postwar economic recovery; they remain
to a considerable extent the secret of Japan’s rous-
ing success in the competition among the ad-
vanced industrial nations for a share of the world'’s
market. . . .”

Roy Andrew Miller, fapan’s Modern Myth
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We are frequently asked why Japanese business is so suc-
cessful. Is it just because employees work harder? Certainly
this is one important factor, but there are many others. Japa-
nese business has learned to work effectively with employees
who are well educated and who already have a strong, built-
in work ethic. Japanese business stresses teamwork and re-
wards team efforts, not individual efforts. Quality control is
promoted at every level, and, most important, there is a
steady flow of information throughout the organization. Ev-
eryone has access to vital information about his job and
about the company’s performance. The company creed is
taken seriously and employees feel a duty to serve the public
well. When the company does well, everyone shares in the
rewards. Most employees stay long enough to see their long-
term plans come to fruition. All these factors build strong
identification with the company and a strong corporate cul-
ture.

Of course, Japanese business has its problems, many of
which are a reflection of problems in the society. Extreme
conformity numbs creativity. Not every Japanese can be a
team player and not everyone performs well in groups. For
the individualist, life in Japan is difficult. The Japanese have a
saying, ‘“The nail that sticks up gets pounded down.”” Un-
doubtedly, the talent and creativity of many Japanese has
been stifled or lost.

For Americans it is important to remember that despite
their great prosperity the Japanese continue to feel very vul-
nerable. The “oil shock” of the 1970s rocked the country
and brought home to Japanese how dependent they are on
imports of strategic materials. This vulnerability fuels their
competitive drive. They are determined to be Number One.
The company’s rank is more important than profit to Japanese
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business, and each employee feels that his company’s pres-
tige affects his social and financial status. All these systems,
economic and social, reinforce each other. Is it any wonder
Japan is such a formidable competitor?

“JAPAN, INC.”

The Japanese Ministry of International Trade and Industry,
known as MITI, works closely with major Japanese corpora-
tions. (See Chalmers Johnson’s book, M/T/ and the Japanese
Miracle.) MIT! encourages cooperation between government
and business, industry and technology. This close collabora-
tion is sometimes referred to as ““Japan, Inc.” MITI works
with Japanese business as a friend and advisor- We heard
many complaints from foreign business executives, American
and European alike, about the protectionist policies of MITI.
Whether or not this is a major cause of difficulties facing
foreign business, the perception of foreign business is that the
Japanese government protects Japanese industry from foreign
competition by its regulations. Despite recent liberalization,
there are still some restrictions on imports and many required
inspections and procedures for all foreign goods. We were
told about stalling tactics in issuing import permits which
resulted in long delays in getting merchandise to the Japan
market. Sometimes goods have to sit on the docks for
months. Obviously, such delays pose real problems for for-
eign business. While these complaints may well be valid,
many observers feel that cultural barriers play a far greater
role than trade barriers.

Possibly one reason for the close cooperation between
Japanese business and MITl is the fact that government minis-
tries are highly regarded by the Japanese. Some graduates of
the best Japanese universities enter government service,
which has great prestige and authority. It's comparable to the
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situation in France, where graduates of the top schools, ““/es
grandes écoles,”” enter the ranks of French ministries. Minis-
try officials in both countries have great status and are
charged with being the guardians of the national interest.
MITI cooperates closely with business because business fuels
Japan’s economy. It's a far cry from the adversarial relations
that American business has with U.S. government agencies.
More than one American business executive observed that
he wished the American government would be as helpful and
supportive to business as MITI. Several American executives
criticized American government bureaucracies for their de-
lays in allowing goods to be shipped to Japan. (There are
presently fifteen U.S. agencies that handle trade decisions.)
As one American manager said, ‘“American bureaucrats are
worse than the Japanese. Sometimes it’s just impossible to get
any action.”

Japanese business is regulated by strict, highly technical,
and demanding laws and procedures; however, these regula-
tions are not normally applied to everyday situations as they
are in the United States. Instead, regulations are consciously
held in reserve as powerful social safeguards and are only
applied when the situation seems to warrant it. Like a power-
ful but benign parent, the Japanese government prefers to
allow leeway so that people and institutions who get into
trouble have the chance to work their way out. We inter-
viewed foreign managers of Japanese firms who commented
on the unbelievable amount of scope they were given in
running their businesses. This freedom stems from the Japa-
nese belief that they must give everyone a chance to succeed.
They realize that it is not efficient to keep either people or
businesses in a tightly circumscribed legal box.

There are all sorts of informal messages (‘‘administrative
guidance’’) sent by the Japanese government when it doesn't
think a business is doing something correctly, but the for-
eigner may not know how to read the signs. We were told
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that if things should go so far that the law must be applied due
to some violation, then something is seriously wrong and
should have been corrected earlier. Somebody failed to read
the warning signs and let matters slide too long. The future
outlook in such a case would not be promising. Rules gov-
erning leeway in the application of government regulations
are unwritten. The best advice is to have a Japanese on your
staff who is competent to advise on matters of this sort.

The difference between the two systems is that in the
United States business firms don’t take any action until the
federal agencies notify them that the company is in violation
of regulations. In Japan, when you get an official notice of a
violation, it is frequently too late to do anything.

THE BANKS AND THE COMPANY

Japanese business firms are closely tied to their bankers
because most companies finance their operations with
money from their banks. Japanese bankers are often deeply
involved with their business clients, sometimes even in day-
to-day operations. It is not unusual to find bankers on the
boards of Japanese companies. Since Japanese business de-
pends on bank financing to a greater degree than American
business, it's only natural that the bankers keep close watch
on their business and their clients. Stockholders are not a
significant factor in financing most Japanese businesses.

Banks provide a great variety of services for their clients,
far beyond what is provided by American banks (see Zim-
merman, Chapter 12). Your Japanese bankers can be an in-
valuable asset.
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BUSINESS, LARGE AND SMALL

Japanese business is divided into two main categories. First
are the major corporations that work closely with the Minis-
try of International Trade and Industry (MITI). These large
Japanese corporations employ approximately one third of the
Japanese work force. Usually, they hire only at the entry level
and offer lifetime employment and generous employee bene-
fits. Approximately 30 percent of Japanese firms are in this
category. You will probably be dealing with some of them,

The second category, comprising 70 percent of Japanese
firms, is that of smaller businesses employing the other two
thirds of the work force. Smaller companies often have ties to
the large companies and do subcontracting work. Companies
in the second category do not offer lifetime employment,
and, naturally, there are great differences between the two in
pay, working conditions, and prestige. For the major compa-
nies, the advantage of subcontracting is that in times of reces-
sion they can reduce their orders to subcontractors and avoid
having to fire their own employees. However, this system
means that life is more precarious for smaller companies and
their employees.

THE JAPANESE MARKET

Japan is a small country, about the size of California, and
only 20 percent of it is arable and habitable. It has virtually no
physical resources, yet it supports over 120 million people. It
is the largest industrial and consumer market in Asia and the
second largest market in the world.

In 1984 the Japanese gross national product (GNP) was
$1.1 trillion (U.S.), and its 1984 trade surplus was $44 billion.
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Japan’s GNP is the second largest in the world, and by the
year 2000 it is expected to surpass that of the United States,
which is currently the feader. In trade with the United States,
japan had a $50 billion surplus in 1985. According to 7ime
(April 16, 1985), the top U.S. exports to Japan in descending
order were corn, chemicals, soybeans, office machines, air-
craft and parts, coal, and lumber. Only three are manufac-
tured products. For automobiles the Japanese market is the
second largest in the world, yet foreign imports account for
only 1.4 percent of this market. As one American executive
in Tokyo expressed it, “Our problem is our products don’t
meet Japanese standards. The quality is not dependable and
the service is poor.”

Japanese consumers follow the latest trends, thus creating
a market that changes quickly and can be unstable. Japanese
manufacturers often work with very low profit margins,
which adds to the instability of the market. The success of a
company in Japan may well depend on its ability to adapt its
product to Japanese needs and produce it at a lower cost than
the competition. This means there isn’t much cushion for the
producer if the company misjudges the popularity of a prod-
uct. However, in the words of a successful American busi-
nessman in Tokyo:

““You can do business in Japan. Don’t be discour-
aged by other Americans who tell you how diffi-
cult it is. They just don’t want any more competi-
tion.”

As Robert Christopher states in Second to None, there are
ample opportunities for American industry to increase its
market share in Japan. We will deal with these opportunities
in the next section, ‘‘The American Company in Japan.”

—+
Part IV ©

THE AMERICAN COMPANY
IN JAPAN




STARTING BUSINESS IN JAPAN

“The real trade barriers are cultural barriers that
have nothing to do with quotas or regulations.”

American director, consumer products company

SOME COMMON AMERICAN
EXPECTATIONS

. “There will be order in procedures and presentations,

with a logical exposition of ideas.””—On the contrary,
Japanese are people-oriented rather than procedure-
oriented. Rigid agendas do not fit the Japanese need for
flexibility and information. In fact, the Japanese react
negatively to linear Western logic.

. “Procedures will be followed faithfully.”—See above.
. “Detailed information will be provided about every-

thing.—Wrong. The Japanese are high-context and ex-
pect others to be equally well informed. Be prepared for
surprises if you have not done all your homework.

. “Privacy and personal space will be protected from

intrusion.”’—Expect the opposite. There is little concept
of privacy in Japan as Westerners know it.

. “Formality and politeness (including respect for status)

pervades day-to-day business life.”"—Yes, the Japanese
are extremely polite and considerate. They treat all
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strangers politely, but that does not necessarily mean
that they like them.

6. “Frankness and forthrightness should govern human in-
teractions.”’—Wrong again. Indirection is the basic Jap-
anese approach. One must learn to avoid directness,
exactness, and being overly specific.

One American executive expressed his business priorities
as follows:

“The U.S. has become the leading business and
financial country because of our honesty in negoti-
ating, our directness, and our desire for swift re-
sults.”

Of the three, only honesty will favorably impress the Japa-
nese.

THE NEED FOR A LONG-TERM PLAN

““Don’t go to Japan unless you’'re ready to make a
long-term commitment in both time and money. It

takes many, many years.”
Tokyo banker

<>

Any American company that expects to do business in
Japan needs a long-term plan. This means starting at least five
years in advance. Like all high-context people, the Japanese
need to develop personal relationships with their business
associates, and establishing these relationships takes time.
The Japanese do not like strangers who come and go. Among
foreign companies in Japan, there is a very high correlation
between length of time in Japan and success. Unfortunately,

e S o B

STARTING BUSINESS IN JAPAN 99

many American businesses don’t understand this and give up
too soon.

We were told that in the preliminary stages of assessing the
Japanese market, companies should begin a simultaneous
two-pronged program, one in the United States and one in
Japan.

INITIAL PROGRAM IN THE U.S.

1. Consult your bankers for their advice and assistance.
Some American banks have branches in Japan; others
can put you in touch with American bank personnel in
Japan as well as with their contacts in Japanese banks,
all of whom are in a position to advise you about many
aspects of doing business in Japan.

2. Consult Japanese banks in the United States for advice
and assistance. Your goal is to develop some contacts in
Japan who can guide you and introduce you both to the
bankers who will be helpful and to American executives
in Japan who may be willing to offer assistance.

3. Consult the Japanese External Trade Organization
(JETRO) offices in the United States. Major cities such as
Los Angeles and New York have these offices and can
refer you to others. JETRO is a storehouse of informa-
tion about business in Japan. Its English-language publi-
cations cover the basics of what American business
needs to know to begin to understand the complexity of
Japanese business. JETRO also has a number of very fine
films concerning cultural differences.

4. Talk to the Japanese consuls in your area.

The purpose of these initial contacts in the United States is
to begin to build a network of contacts in Japan, the so-called
“magic circle’” that will be essential to everything you do
later. You will also learn a great deal from talking to bankers
and JETRO personnel, as well as the Japanese consul. Re-
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member, the Japanese have a wealth of information to share,
but they must first get to know you.

INITIAL VISIT TO JAPAN: KEEP IT SIMPLE

Choosing the right individual to make the initial investiga-
tion in Japan is important. This mission should not be dele-
gated to a subordinate but given to a top executive who will
be involved with the Japanese operation, either in the home
office or in Japan. This person should be experienced, intelli-
gent, flexible, and interested in other countries.

The whole trip should take a minimum of two weeks;
anything less is simply not enough time. Armed with back-
ground information, the investigator should go with two pur-
poses in mind: to identify a niche in the market, if there is one,
and to assess the size of that market potential to see if it is
large enough to warrant the expense of a more detailed feasi-
bility study. He should avoid activating a lot of people. It is
much better, much simpler for him, if no one knows he is
there. Having studied some of the best books on the Japanese
and Japanese business, he will know where to look, and he
should be able to do this freely, without distractions, so that
he can make up his own mind. While he’s spending time in
Tokyo he should watch television to see what products are
advertised and how; he should also visit the American Cham-
ber of Commerce and read some of its publications. He
should also visit other Japanese cities. We would suggest that
at this stage he not contact the Japanese; that comes later.

If, on the basis of the initial visit, your company decides to
enter the Japanese market, the first task is the selection of the
executive to head your Japanese office. This person should
be someone who gets along well with people, is sensitive to
cultural differences, has a high language aptitude, and has a
strong drive to maintain good interpersonal relations. He
must be able to negotiate with the Japanese. A high propor-
tion of the most successful American executives we inter-
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viewed were those who had lived abroad; they grew up in a
foreign country, had attended schools abroad, or had worked
overseas. The overseas experience sensitizes people to cross-
cultural differences and makes it much easier to adjust to a
culture as different as Japan’s. There are today in the United
States thousands of men and women who have had extensive
overseas experience, either in the Peace Corps or in some
other form of government service. There are also many peo-
ple who have lived abroad with their parents who were in
foreign service or international business. This resource de-
serves careful consideration in recruiting personnel for inter-
national assignments.

Thoroughly prepare your top executive in japan. After
recruiting the very best person within the company, make
sure he or she is willing to make a long-term commitment to
Japan. We were told over and over again how important it is
for foreign executives to stay in Japan long enough to learn
the language and something about the culture. A minimum of
five to six years is required before foreigners can begin to
grasp the complexity of the Japanese mentality and under-
stand how business works. After ten years, the American
executive can begin to comprehend the problems. Some of
the most competent people we interviewed had been in Ja-
pan twenty years or more. To ensure fluency in the language,
the manager must begin studying Japanese every day for at
least five years and should continue daily language study for
several years thereafter.

Your top manager for Japan, particularly if different from
the person who made the initial visit, should go to Japan to
begin the groundwork for setting up the Japanese operations.
This is the time to initiate serious talks with your Japanese
advisors.




THE AMERICAN COMPANY IN JAPAN

CHECKLIST FOR STARTING UP IN JAPAN
1. Consult the Japan External Trade Organization

(/ETRO). JETRO can advise on many aspects of con-
ducting business in Japan, and it also publishes numer-
ous booklets on specialized aspects of business in Ja-
pan. Start by studying JETRO’s excellent book Doing
Business in Japan, which outlines some essential proce-
dures.

. Consult the commercial attaché at the American em-
bassy in Tokyo and the staff of the American Chamber
of Commerce. The Chamber of Commerce is prepared
to offer both helpful advice and reading materials and
can refer you to American business executives working
in Japan.

. Stay in fapan long enough to study the market in
depth. Visit the major cities and manufacturing areas,
become familiar with retail outlets, watch television for
at least two to three days, both day and evening (paying
special attention to Japanese advertising), and gather
enough information about the potential demand for
your company’s product or services to ascertain where
they fit in the Japanese market. This requires consider-
able time and effort, and is very expensive, especially
for small businesses. Yet, we were told that small com-
panies are often highly successful. There is no substitute
for studying these things firsthand. No report, no statisti-
cal tables, can compare with firsthand knowledge of the
complexities and diversities of the Japanese market.

. Consult with your banking contacts in Japan, both
American and Japanese. They can introduce you to
reliable people.

. Seek the advice and assistance of an experienced Japa-
nese executive, preferably one who has recently retired
from a.top position in a company in your industry. Your
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bankers can be helpful in recommending such a person.
This retired executive can assist you in many ways, help
you start your business, and recruit qualified staff.

. Confer with leading management consulting firms.

Your bankers can recommend reliable, experienced
firms.

. Interview some major trading companies (sogo

shosha) to decide if a trading company is required to
establish your Japanese operation. Trading companies
handle 68 percent of Japan’s imports and 44 percent of
its exports. They represent viable alternatives to licens-
ing or setting up a foreign subsidiary and are sometimes
preferable because they already know the ropes of the
intricate Japanese distribution system.

. Consult attorneys who specialize in registration of

trademarks and patents to determine the specific action
your company must take to protect itself in Japan. This
vital step has been overlooked by some companies, to
their detriment.

THE JAPANESE CONNECTION

“The importance of proper entrée cannot be over-
stated. You can have the very finest product made,
but you'll never sell it in Japan without the right
connections.”

Managing director, consumer product company

““You cannot do business in Japan without the right
connections to an old, well-respected Japanese
company.”

Banker in Japan
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Entrée into the Japanese market—in fact, everything you
do in Japan—depends on the quality of your Japanese asso-
ciates. Your Japanese bankers and advisors can assist you and
introduce you to the right people in your industry. Your net-
work becomes your key to success, your magic circle.

Without proper connections to well-respected banks, trad-
ing companies, and customs agents, or a partnership with a
large and respected Japanese company, it is almost impossi-
ble to succeed. Even with the proper Japanese partners it
takes longer to start your business and build up market share
than it would at home. Most executives told us to allow at
least ten years. Great patience is required. There will be
many meetings, many late nights of after-hours entertaining,
dinners followed by evenings at private clubs or “singing
bars,” weekends of golf and tennis games—all designed to
help your representative and your prospective Japanese part-
ners get to know each other.

Joint ventures are one solution for American companies in
Japan. Such an association makes it much easier to handle
your problems with the Japanese. However, it again depends
on the quality of your partner in the venture, and you will
need advice and counsel from your bankers and other advi-
sors. Joint ventures are no guarantee of success. One Japa-
nese in the import-export business told us, ““When | engaged
in a joint venture operation where both Japanese and Ameri-
cans tried to cook the broth, | became exposed to what you
call the Ugly American, and vice versa.”

For some case histories of American business firms in Ja-
pan, we refer our readers to Robert Christopher’s Second to
None. We also urge you to study some of the best books on
Japanese business, beginning with Zimmerman'’s How to Do
Business with the Japanese, also highly recommended are
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Abegglen’s and Stalk’s Kaisha, The Japanese Corporation,
Gibney’s fapan.: The Ffragile Super Power and Miracle by
Design, Norbury’s and Bownas’ Business in Japan, Pascale’s
and Athos’ The Art of Japanese Management, Rohlen’s for
Harmony and Strength, and Taylor’s Shadows of the Rising
Sun. Other recommended publications are the daily /apan
Economic Journal (Nihon Keizai Shimbun, Inc.), The Wall
Street Journal, and the business sections of the New York
Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles 7imes, and
periodicals such as Business Week, Forbes, and Fortune.

LEARNING THE LANGUAGE

“Those who don’t learn Japanese will find a real
barrier erected between themselves and real un-
derstanding of the Japanese. In Japanese it is not
only what is said that is important—how it is said
can be far more important.”

Mark Zimmerman, How to Do Business with the Japanese

<>

Since language is a direct reflection of culture and thus one
of the keys to understanding the mentality of a people, any
American company involved in the Japanese market will
have an advantage by insisting that its principal employees
speak Japanese. In fact, this was the primary recommenda-
tion of the many Japanese business executives we inter-
viewed. Several long-term residents of Japan told us that it is
impossible not to stay informed if one speaks the language.
But that ““if” is one of the most important factors imaginable.

it is neither possible nor necessary for a foreigner to be
letter-perfect. The Japanese have in recent years become
very sympathetic to the foreigner who makes a reasonable
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effort to speak their language, and they do not expect that a
foreigner will speak like a Japanese. But if you can’t speak the
language at all, there will be a question in Japanese minds as
to whether you should be doing business in their country.

Remember, the Japanese language relies on very subtle
cues and reveals the attitude of the speaker toward his inter-
locutors, which is a vitally important piece of information.

It is essential to decide what level of fluency one wishes to
achieve, because there are no shortcuts to learning Japanese.
If you wish to be able to conduct business with Japanese in
their language, many years of hard work will be required.
According to expert linguists, mastering enough Japanese to
be able to conduct business requires a minimum of two years,
full time, in school. These years must then be followed by
daily study and regular tutorials. Obviously, such a program is
difficult and time-consuming, yet many of the most success-
ful and respected businessmen urged its necessity. Also, such
intensive study of the language should begin before age thirty,
which means that American businesses must plan ahead and
begin training their younger executives for future assignments
in Japan.

For those executives whose goals are more modest, who
want only to be able to speak a few polite phrases and give
brief, simple talks, several months of classes or tutoring will
be required along with daily practice. We caution Americans
not to expect instant results. Be wary of any school that
promises miraculous shortcuts. One distinguished American
linguist, an expert Japanese-language instructor, was ap-
proached by an American company to give a two-day course
in Japanese. The company had no idea how ridiculous this
request was.

Remember that the Japanese begin studying English in the
seventh grade and continue throughout high school and col-
lege. Those who will be working in the United States have
often studied for twenty or more years. Of course, English is
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very difficult for the Japanese, but they also understand how
important it is to devote time to learning the language.

FRIENDSHIPS:
ESSENTIAL RELATIONSHIPS

Personal relationships are very important to the Japanese;
indeed, they are crucial in building working relationships, and
there are no shortcuts to developing them. Many American
executives told us they spend three or four nights a week with
their Japanese customers and staff. To do business, you must
first get to know each other; since you are playing in their
territory, use their rules. There are times when a friend in the
right place can mean the difference between success and
failure.

Be aware that in Japan personal relationships and friend-
ships tend to take a long time to solidify. Because of the
Japanese hierarchical system, which integrates many Japa-
nese into close-knit networks of schoolmates and relatives, it
is extraordinarily difficult for a foreigner to break in. Never-
theless, the American executive would do well to develop
some close friendships with Japanese.

In the United States, developing friendships is easy enough.
In fact, people in this country can become friends in a very
short time. As we explained earlier, Americans have a world-
wide reputation for being able to form only superficial, infor-
mal friendships that lack the exchange of deep confidences.
Americans start out immediately trying to be jovial by first-
naming and “glad-handing.”” Such behavior doesn’t fool the
Japanese for a minute. They may call you by your first name,
but this doesn’t mean they consider you a friend; they are
merely imitating the popular conception of what Americans
are like. Since close friendships in Japan, as well as being
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personally significant, are crucial to business, we caution
Americans never to attempt to fake a relationship.

You may find that once you meet a Japanese and it seems -

likely that you will be seeing each other often, he will begin to
tell you things about himself. These revelations function in at
least two ways: they context you by giving you background
information about the person, and they preserve privacy,
since he selects what to tell and what to keep to himself. In
the interest of reciprocity, therefore, it may be helpful for the
American to reveal somewhat more of himself than he is
accustomed to doing.

The Japanese have a conviction that no foreigner (gaijin)
can ever really understand them, and in a way they are
correct. However, there are many things one can do, and
one of the most important is to form a close friendship. You
can learn things from friends, who can explain things that
casual acquaintances cannot or will not.

ENTERTAINMENT AND GIFTS

Americans are usually overwhelmed by Japanese hospital-
ity and politeness. The Japanese are consummate hosts. They
will wine and dine you, be solicitous of your every wish, take
care of you from the moment you arrive until you depart.
They may have breakfast, lunch, and dinner with you, and
take you to favorite bars and cabarets. In fact, Japanese busi-
ness spends $18 billion a year entertaining clients in restau-
rants and bars and on the golf course.

In time, more and more of the invisible aspects of Japanese
culture will be revealed to you—invisible because the impor-
tant part of the message is in the context and not in the overt,
visible communication. The meal is one example: it expresses
the need to relate to each other and to learn as much as
possible about everything that affects one’s business or orga-
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nization. The preparation and presentation of a meal is an
aesthetic performance, an art form. The colors, textures, aro-
mas, and arrangement or organization of each dish, as well as
the order in which dishes are served, are all a part of the
composition. Even the personality and status of the guest are
taken into account. The meal is a message to the guest as to
the importance of the occasion; however, laden as it is with
messages about personal status, the meal is not for specific
discussions of business. Leave details of work at the office
and use the opportunity instead to enjoy yourself and get to
know your colleagues as human beings.

One word of caution: do not mistake Japanese hospitality
for friendship. The two are not the same thing. Your prospec-
tive Japanese partners may overwhelm you with kindness
and gifts—that is standard practice. But they know how to
“play hardball,”” too, and they do so when you begin negoti-
ating.

Gifts are especially important in Japan in business and per-
sonal relationships. It is customary to bring your Japanese
associates gifts from abroad. They particularly appreciate li-
quor, candy, food, or handicrafts from foreign countries. See
JETRO's 1982 pamphlet for examples of appropriate gifts. As
a visitor you will receive gifts, and it’s important to know that
one never refuses a gift. It’s the ultimate insult in Japan.

One occasion at which gifts are very important is weddings
of employees, business clients, or acquaintances. If you are
invited to a wedding reception, there are definite rules about
gifts. Japanese etiquette books describe in detail the kind of
gift that is expected from people at different levels in the
social and economic hierarchy, including the amount that
you should expect to spend on gifts for people in different
categories. Wedding receptions are a major expense, compa-
rable to a down payment on a house, and often cost as much
as fifty thousand dollars for top business executives and their
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families. Hence the need for guests to reciprocate with ap-
propriate gifts. Seek the advice of your Japanese staff.

ESTABLISHING JAPANESE OPERATIONS

Once your top manager has consulted with trading compa-
nies and patent attorneys, he will begin recruiting Japanese
personnel. This is a crucial task. The importance of effective
recruitment cannot be overstated. Many successful managers
made this recommendation: select top-quality professional
personnel consultants in Japan and then ask them to recruit
your key personnel, to be hired on a contract basis for the
first six months until you can evaluate their suitability. Em-
ployment in Japan is a long-term commitment and your com-
pany must be very careful to hire only the best—and most
loyal—people. This is more difficult than you may suppose,
as many experienced Japanese men are reluctant to work for
foreign companies—they know there will not be lifetime se-
curity, and afterwards they can’t get back into the stratified
Japanese business system. Fortunately, younger Japanese
men and Japanese women are less fearful and some may see
an opportunity with a foreign company as a decided advan-
tage.

Professional personnel specialists can be a great help in
your recruiting, but your company must provide specific re-
quirements. Some personnel consultants interview applicants
in the applicants” homes. This is not unusual in Japan, where
the family is considered very much a part of the “working
team.” It also gives the personnel consultant a chance to
evaluate a prospective employee in his home environment,

All top Japanese companies have the right connections in
universities to help them hire the best graduates. This is part
of their highly developed information network. Foreign com-
panies, who lack equally sophisticated networks, must work
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extra hard to compete in finding top-quality personnel. It is
never too soon for your Japanese company to start establish-
ing personal contacts at Japanese universities with those pro-
fessors who train graduates in your company’s special field.
Your manager should know that a directory of companies’
recruiting needs is circulated on most major Japanese college
campuses; ycur company may wish to be included. One of
your manager’s primary responsibilities, therefore, should be
to begin building networks in Japan. Without them, your
company cannot succeed.

While your manager is busy building his Japanese net-
works, your company might consider some nemawashi in
the United States. Our own pool of Japanese language spe-
cialists is frequently overlooked. American universities and
language schools can be consulted and you can alert them to
your need for Japanese-speaking personnel. Any American
company that can send personnel to Japan who already
know the language has a tremendous advantage. Americans
who can speak Japanese can communicate more effectively
with their Japanese staff; they can find housing and settle their
families with much less time, effort, and expense than would
otherwise be required.

There already exist a number of Japanologists, specialists
who have degrees in Japanese history, economics, language,
and culture from such major universities as Harvard, Yale,
Cornell, Columbia, Stanford, and the University of California.
Graduate departments at these and other universities can
provide lists of their graduates. Another source of expertise in
Japan is the pool of retired Foreign Service officers as well as
retired personnel from other international government agen-
cies who have served in Japan. Sad to report, an American
executive who attended the University of Tokyo in the 1960s
told us that among his friends at Toda/ were a number of
Americans studying to be Japanologists with the goal of find-
ing jobs with American industry. But American companies
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were not interested in japanologists at the time. Most of his
friends were unsuccessful and eventually had to give up and
enter the teaching profession.

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG

When things go wrong, as they inevitably will, it is impor-
tant to be able to recognize the signs and to draw back. Do
not try to fix things on the spot. Let the Japanese drive to
maintain harmonious relations do its work.

What do we mean by ““when things go wrong’’? Answer:
when people become visibly upset. This can happen at the
most unexpected times and under the most surprising cir-
cumstances. Once, while we were staying at one of Tokyo's
finest hotels, we sent a telex to our office in New Mexico.
After some time, it became clear that the telex had not been
delivered. In trying to discover what had happened, where
the slip-up had occurred, our only point of contact was the
hotel telex office. Foreseeing chances for misunderstanding,
and mindful of all the foreigners we had seen and heard
raising their voices and pounding on desks, we made our
approach with caution and trepidation, in a low-key manner,
accompanied by a Japanese friend to do the talking. Even so,
the clerk thought we were accusing him of error. He became
visibly distressed, and nothing we said reassured him. For the
moment his mind was closed to our protestations that the
fault clearly lay with the New Mexico telex office. What to
do? First, even though the New Mexico telex office was the
culprit, we apologized. Then, conferring with our Japanese
intermediary, we asked if a gift would help. The gift did not
have to be expensive, since it was the gesture that was impor-
tant. The next day a small present, appropriately wrapped,
was presented during a quiet time of the morning so there
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would be no distractions. The man’s injured ego was repaired
and good relations were reestablished.

Why was all this time and trouble necessary? We weren’t at
fault. He wasn'’t at fault. It was simply a misunderstanding.
We had done our best to avoid bad feelings. When this sort of
incident occurs (and it will if you stay long enough), there are
three things to remember: (1) the Japanese transaction rules
have been violated (even though inadvertently); (2) the per-
son of superior status is obliged to set things to rights; (3)
establishing who is to blame is irrelevant; what is wrong is
that someone is upset, and that is what must be corrected.

It is a waste of time to try to fix blame, which Americans
almost inevitably do as part of our confrontational, litigious
style. What matters in Japan is to repair the damage, to make
people feel good again, to establish harmony. Being able to
show contrition, to say that one is sorry when the other
person is upset, is vital. The telex incident may seem trivial,
but to the man behind the desk it was not trivial. Our reason
for giving this simple example is that it illustrates many factors
present in more complex situations where the stakes are
much higher. The best rule to follow is to have a Japanese
friend who can intervene, who can provide advice and coun-
sel, and whose networks are sufficiently powerful to be able
to help you in a critical situation.

A much more difficult situation is one in which a Japanese
crucial to the success of an operation is upset yet doesn’t
show it. This is a common occurrence. It is essential that
Americans learn to read the subtle signs of reluctance or
distress or anger and keep up to date through networks on the
latest information on people’s feelings. Some indications of
reluctance or distress are when requests are not acted upon;
when the person replies, ‘I will do my best”’; or when he
sucks in his breath, looks doubtful, and says “Sah. . . .”
Anger is hard to perceive in the Japanese, as they tend to hide
it and become more contained than usual and rigid in posture



114 THE AMERICAN COMPANY IN JAPAN

(as if they were holding in their rage). They may drop their
voice and speak very softly and slowly or become tight-
lipped.

COMMUNICATION AND NEGOTIATION

TIME: FLEXIBILITY AND
SHIFTING SYSTEMS

K Most Americans, as we’ve seen, are monochronic
both in business and at home. Scheduling and
agendas are their principal tools for organizing life.
In polychronic Japan, the bullet trains run practically on the
second, and appointments are kept promptly, but decisions
take forever. The key to understanding Japanese time is to
know that the Japanese have two modes: a monochronic
mode for foreigners and technology and a polychronic mode
for virtually everything else.

The Japanese switch from an open system for those in their
inner circle to a more closed and tightly scheduled system for
outsiders. Therefore, the foreigner’s first impression is that
everything in Japan is rigidly scheduled. The Japanese have
been known to treat a foreign visitor’s time as a trunk to be
packed, and the tighter the better. They organize his time for
him and present him a full schedule upon his arrival.

However, as one comes to know the jJapanese and remains
in the country longer than a few days, one discovers another
aspect of their time system: flexibility. Often, after an ap-

COMMUNICATION AND NEGOTIATION 115

pointment has been arranged, there will be mutual adjust-
ments, postponements, and compromises to fit everyone’s
needs.

Another facet of Japanese time is the division into propi-
tious and nonpropitious times. In their correspondence the
Japanese use greetings appropriate for each season of the
year. Just as plants grow and flower, when it comes to deci-
sion-making the seasonal clock may be a more appropriate
measuring instrument than the one on the wall or the calen-
dar. No one knows exactly how long a decision will take, and
until everyone has been consulted, agrees, and is behind the
plan, until cooperation is assured up and down the line,
nothing can happen.

The historical past is important to Japanese and they take it
for granted that the visitor will be familiar with the main
points of Japanese history. One hears frequent references to
the Meiji period and to the periods surrounding the Toku-
gawa restoration. These references frequently contain impor-
tant contexting clues as to how your interlocutor is thinking.

It is advisable not only to know the past but to be well
informed about every aspect of the situation in which you will
be working. When dealing with the Japanese, you must keep
in mind that many important things are frequently left unsaid.
The foreigner in Japan is working in an information-rich envi-
ronment and must learn to develop readily available means
for tapping the multiple information sources.

When the Japanese are dealing with foreigners they are apt
to seem extremely low-context and to require detailed, tech-
nical information, almost as though there were no context at
all, as in programming a computer. This is because they need
to be totally informed, and in a new situation will need to
make their own synthesis of the data. They will also take
everything you say seriously, even jokes. There are times
when this orientation can be time-consuming and vexing,
such as when a rough sketch designed to give the Japanese
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client the main drift of an advertising campaign is rejected
because it is taken for the finished product.

MEETINGS: GETTING TO KNOW YOU

“To succeed in Japan you must understand the
difference between being efficient and being effec-
tive.”

Management consultant in Tokyo
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In the United States, as we have seen, the function of
meetings is to complete the agenda, which is presented in
written form at the beginning of the meeting. The agenda is
organized in logical sequence, and the chair tries to restrict
discussion to items on the agenda and to keep discussions
short and to the point. Japanese meetings don’t have a fixed
agenda. Their purpose is to listen carefully to everyone’s
input, discuss alternative solutions to each problem pre-
sented, and eventually reach a consensus as to priorities. The
goal is to encourage the presentation of diverse points of view
and at times the discussion can become heated. But everyone
works toward adjustments and compromise at every stage.
There are no winners or losers. All conflicts must be resolved
to everyone’s satisfaction to insure harmonious group inter-
action, and the Japanese spend whatever time is necessary to
achieve this.

When the Japanese meet with foreigners, the most impor-
tant thing on their agenda is to get to know them. They are
quite expert at determining what tactics are effective with
foreigners and will try various strategies to see what works.
They also ask many probing questions, testing your knowl-
edge of your facts and your sincerity and conviction. Japa-
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nese admire people who are serious about their work, well
informed, sincere, and honest. Long before there can be any
discussion of substantive issues, the Japanese want to have
some understanding of and feeling for the peop/e involved. It
is very important not to be impatient during this phase. If you
deny the Japanese this opportunity to become acquainted,
you will not succeed in substantive matters.

‘

NEGOTIATIONS:
EVERYBODY WINS SOMETHING

Most American companies send people to negotiate who
are woefully unprepared. They know little about Japan and
even less about the art of Japanese negotiations. Americans
tend to approach negotiations as a game which they are
determined to win. In Japan everybody must win.

For concrete examples of the enormous cost to American
business of sending people to Japan who are unprepared,
spend a week having breakfast in the coffee shop at any of
the major hotels in Tokyo. You will see and hear several
groups of American businessmen who arrive on Monday and
expect to “‘have it wrapped up by Friday.”’ It’s like attending a
play which repeats the first act over and over. You soon know
the script and you can predict the results. By Wednesday the
Americans are angry and by Friday they are both furious and
anxious about how they will explain their failure to the home
office. These fruitless meetings and negotiations cost Ameri-
can companies thousands of dollars for each person they
send to Japan. We observed many groups of Americans hav-
ing such discussions during one recent five-week visit. It was
very discouraging.

When you are choosing a Japanese partner and are about
to enter into negotiations, you will need at least two key
people to assist you. Here are a few general suggestions for
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selecting them, based on our own experience and that of the
people we interviewed.

First, you will need an experienced go-between, someone
of suitable status and reputation. To find him you will need
the assistance of your bankers and your other connections in
Japan. You will also need a highly trained, skilled Japanese
interpreter, someone with an excellent education and high
intelligence, who is able to use the Japanese language with
exactly the right degree of politeness to put other Japanese at
ease. Take ample time (a minimum of two hours, and all day
or longer if need be) to brief your interpreter thoroughly
about your business. Be sure to inform the interpreter about
the key points you expect to discuss. We cannot overempha-
size the critical role of these two figures, the go-between and
the interpreter; the success of your negotiations may well
depend on how effectively they represent you.

The art of negotiation involves two key Japanese concepts:
tatemae and honne. Tatemae means ‘“‘front face,” what is
presented. It involves form—the formal principles of polite
behavior accepted by all Japanese to insure harmony and
good feelings. Honne means substance, your real intent, and
your personal feelings, which are rarely divulged. All discus-
sion of honne involves tatemae. Directly related is ‘‘saving
face.”

Courtesy calls between the president, or another official
from your company, and his exact counterpart in the hierar-
chy of the Japanese firm are very important, rather like a state
visit. Even if other executives in your organization will be
charged with the actual negotiations, the top officials of both
companies should meet. This formal greeting ceremony is
termed aisatsu, a ritual that precedes negotiations.

“If the Japanese don’t feel right about you, they
will not do business with you.”

Japanese company president

R R——
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CASE HISTORY: One of Tokyo’s leading management con-

_sultants, an American whom we will call Smith, received a

call from a Japanese client who had been approached by an
American company wanting to purchase his business. The
Japanese, Mori, wanted Smith to accompany him to the
meetings with the Americans. At the beginning of the first
meeting, after introductions had been made, Mori stood and
gave a formal speech of welcome to the Americans—the
CEO of the American company, two other officers, and their
attorney. Mori invited all of them to a luncheon and also to a
dinner that evening. He closed by expressing his best wishes
for a pleasant visit in Japan. Smith then translated Mori’s
speech for the Americans, who had not brought an inter-
preter to the meeting.

The American reply was given by the CEQ: “We are here
to negotiate. We're leaving Friday on Pan Am and here’s the
game plan. We will discuss specifics, our attorney is with us
and the sooner we get down to business the better.”

Smith, who was playing a double role as translator and go-
between, was distressed. He could not translate the Ameri-
can’s remarks literally without insulting Mori. However,
Smith did manage to convey the desire of the Americans for
an immediate discussion of substantive issues. Mori sucked in
his breath and then he stood up again and gave the exact
same speech of welcome he had given earlier, reiterating his
invitations for luncheon and dinner. When this was translated
the Americans refused both invitations and said they would
return after lunch.

Two days of fruitless discussions followed with no sign of
agreement or rapprochement. Each day the Americans de-
clined Mori’s invitations to dinner saying they had to tele-
phone New York during the evening. Whenever discussion
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centered on specifics, the American attorney would take
notes frantically and then leave the meeting to telex the com-
pany. Whenever discussion veered he tapped his pen on the
table, muttering, “/Time is money.”” By the end Qf the third
day, both sides were discouraged and the Amer.lcans were
enraged at the lack of progress. Finally, the Americans broke
off the negotiations and left to go home.

<>

The irony in all this was that Mori really wanted to sell his
business, but first he had to know something about the pro-
spective buyers as human beings. He wanted some feeling fqr
what kind of people they were. Failing to understand this
need, the Americans resisted every attempt to get together
informally with the japanese, to relax after work and have a
good time over dinner and an evening on the town. This
would have provided an opportunity to begin buildl'ng.a. rela-
tionship, but the Americans considered such socializing a
waste of time.

PRESENTATIONS:
LOGIC VS. INDIRECTION

Americans try to be orderly in outlining their facts and in
summarizing their main points. For Japanese, the end qf a
communication is not as important as a propitious beginning.
Most important, they consider the practice of ordering fagts
for others comparable to tying a child’s shoelaces for him
after the child has already learned the skill. In general, high-
context people in their own environment don't like to be told
how to do things, including how to order their facts. Euro-
pean logic is perceived as intrusive by Japanese,.as an aFtempt
to get inside other people’s heads and do their thinking for
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them. The Japanese would no more do that than they would
rearrange the furniture in someone else’s house or office.
Surprisingly enough, when the Japanese do ask for informa-
tion, it will probably be for information that is more detailed
and diverse than Americans are used to providing, because
the Japanese want a// the facts, not just a special selection.
While the Japanese dig deeply into information, they prefer to
order the data themselves in a manner different from the
American way of thinking.

This difference relates to logic. Logic is a mode of thinking
invented by the early Greeks that is integral to the Europeans
and Americans, but is anathema to the Japanese. They feel
that “logical,” linear, one-step-at-a-time arguments denote
immaturity. The Japanese have their own very powerful
modes of thought, their own systems of logic. A professor at
the University of Kyoto explained the difference to us. He
started by saying that there are at least two forms of logic in
the world: linear logic and that which goes by the Japanese
name of okeya ronri. Okeya ronri is illustrated by the saying,
““When the wind blows it is good for the makers of wooden
tubs.” The logic in this very high-context metaphor goes
something like this: The wind kicks up dust and sand and
makes people uncomfortable and depressed. To overcome
their depression, they play a stringed instrument called the
shamisen, much used in early times. The strings of the
shamisen are made of catgut. Therefore, people kill cats in
order to string their shamisens, and the resulting reduction in
the number of cats leads to a proliferation of mice. The mice
gnaw at the tubs in which grain is stored, which in turn
increases the demand for wooden grain-storage tubs. Hence,
““When the wind blows it is good for the makers of wooden
tubs.” The story may seem farfetched to Americans, but it
expresses quite accurately the Japanese preoccupation with
being able to see the long-term implications of actions as well
as the relationships between apparently unrelated systems.
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““Many messages are not only minimal but actually
obscure as well so that the success of communica-
tion depends as much on the sensitivity of its recip-
ient as on the quality of the message sent. . . . All
members of a group expect their unstated feelings
to be understood and their unarticulated desires to
be anticipated.”

Robert ). Smith, fapanese Society

“The more important the matter being discussed,
the more indirect the Japanese manner of commu-
nication will be.”

Mark Zimmerman, How to Do Business with the Japanese

<0~ >

The typical American manner of presentation can be a
problem. Americans communicate directly and look at the
other person when they speak. They come right to the point
and ask direct questions. These highly valued communication
styles are unnerving to the Japanese, whose whole manner is
marked by indirection. They are made uncomfortable by
Americans who look at them directly; they choose to look
down or at the corner of the room. Japanese try to gather
information without asking direct questions, and they talk
around a subject. For Japanese, frankness and bluntness are
taboo; even exactness is to be avoided because it is consid-
ered arrogant and impertinent. This manner creates difficul-
ties for the more impatient Americans, as it takes time to
discover things simply by watching and listening. The Ameri-
can in Japan is likely to ask himself, “Why beat around the
bush? Why not come straight out and say what’s on your
mind? They are going to find out anyway, so why waste
time?”” The point is, by saving time in the short term, less
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information is shared, the relationship suffers, and long-term
goals are threatened.

It is interesting and somewhat paradoxical that the Ameri-
can communication style is direct and to the point, yet we
were told repeatedly that Americans talk too much and do
not know how to listen. Americans must learn to pay close
attention to the Japanese and pick up the subtle, nonverbal
cues in conversation, such as a slight tilt of the head when
there is a negative reaction.

An important point that must be stressed has to do with
what sociologist Erving Goffman calls “‘the presentation of
self.” The presentation of self in the two countries starts from
radically different points of view. The American is concerned
with himself and with his performance; he wants to ““make
things happen.” The Japanese is concerned about himself
primarily in his relationship to his group; above all, he wants
to maintain harmony.

The American tries to project a facade of confidence. Over
the centuries, the Japanese have developed X-ray vision for
seeing behind this facade; in fact, they are quite adept at
detecting even minute differences between the facade an
individual projects to the outside world and what he is really
thinking or feeling. While it is true that Japanese are apt to
misread messages in cross-cultural situations, in the long run
it is impossible to fool them. Don’t even try. As one industrial-
ist observed, “There are times when you must fee/ tough,
because if they sense underlying weakness, you are lost.”

The Japanese are well aware of the fact that the face they
display to the world at large may be quite different from what
they are feeling inside or from the face they display at home.
For the Japanese, their facade is defined situationally and
follows the dictates of custom for various relationships.

It is absolutely essential to learn to read the meaning of
specific actions in any foreign country. The most natural
mistake a foreigner makes is to read into a strange culture
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meanings from his own, an action that can lead to serious
miscueing and misunderstandings. For example, when the
Japanese say yes, they may not mean yes. To the Japanese,
“Yes” simply means ““I hear you.” Never assume that they
agree, especially in business discussions. Also, do not assume
that a smile means the Japanese are pleased or are agreeing
with you, since they often smile or laugh when embarrassed.

SAVING FACE: THE KEY TO
SUCCESSFUL INTERACTIONS

Saving face is very important to the Japanese. It is the key
to preserving harmony, not only in business relations but in
personal relations as well.

In negotiations, saving face is of paramount importance.
You must:

1. Listen, listen, listen and then listen some more.

2. Present a total picture of your objectives in which
everything is interrelated. The Japanese don't like bits
and pieces.

3. Stress areas of agreement whenever possible and
build on them.

4. Never ask questions unless you are sure they can be
answered. Instead, give the Japanese your questions
ahead of time so they can prepare their answers and
thereby not lose face.

5. Never reject or refuse a proposal outright. Say you
will consider it. Later, if you decide to refuse, do it very
politely, make apologies, and give all your reasons.

Negotiations with foreigners are serious business for
the Japanese. Their strong drive for consensus within
their own society and their own company does not
necessarily extend to negotiations with outsiders. Be
prepared to play “hardball,” but do it with politeness
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10.

11.

and style. When the Japanese yield on a point, large or
small, they will present it as a magnanimous gesture on
their part. Let them say so, and show your apprecia-
tion. They will expect you to make a concession, too.
it’s part of their philosophy of give-and-take.

. Insist on discussing long-term generalized goals first.

Only after these have been agreed on can you begin
discussion of specifics (cost, price, etc.). It is helpful to
distribute ahead of time a memo of items to be dis-
cussed so the Japanese can prepare themselves. This is
not an agenda; the meeting will not proceed like an
American meeting.

. Be patient. Impatience is perceived by the Japanese as

weakness. Therefore, you must never act impatient.
Try not to fidget, jiggle your feet, play with your pen,
tap your pencil, cross and uncross your legs, sigh, or
exhibit other signs of impatience. These actions will be
interpreted by the Japanese as a sign of bad manners
or a lack of sincere interest on your part.

. Avoid commitments to deadlines or dates of depar-

ture. Otherwise, you will simply throw away your
advantage, because the Japanese will use this deadline
as a lever, It's a good idea to announce at the begin-
ning that you are prepared to stay until you reach a
successful conclusion.

. Be receptive to invitations to dine, play golf, or visit

places of historic interest.

Be polite. Attention to etiquette is very important.
Learn to disagree without being disagreeable. Never
confront; don’t shout, don’t pound the table, and
don’t shake your finger at anyone; the Japanese will
lose respect for you. Remind yourself that uncon-
trolled emotion is considered a sign of weakness and
poor taste.

Avoid rigid adherence to logic. We realize this is very
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difficult for Americans, but formal Western logic does
not move the Japanese.

12. Be aware of feelings and emotions and base your
approach on them, because the Japanese are sensitive
and will respond to this. Japanese depend heavily on
nonverbal communication and are very sensitive to it.
As one executive said, ‘‘Sometimes | think they can
read my mind.”

13. Don’t complain. The japanese consider this whining.

14. Don’t try to bargain. This makes the Japanese uncom-
fortable and insecure. They like persuasion, not pres-
sure.

15. Be prepared for silence. The Japanese like to sit back
and reflect. They don’t feel people have to talk all the
time. It doesn’t mean they are giving you “‘the silent
treatment’’ or getting upset or angry; it’s simply part of
their language of interaction. Periods of silence are
very important and should not be broken. Use the

time to reflect and enjoy the pauses. The Japanese say,

““Eloquence is silver. Silence is gold.”

CASE HISTORY: In the midst of negotiations with an Ameri-
can company, the Japanese in charge of negotiations for his
company listened intently to the American presentation and
the translation that followed. Then, the Japanese leaned back
to think about the proposal, rocked back and forth very
slowly for a moment and finally reached into his pocket for a
cigarette, which he tapped on the table. The Americans be-
came uncomfortable at the long silence, and one of them
began speaking. This occurred several times during their
meeting and the result was that, each time the Japanese was
ready to respond, the Americans interrupted him, breaking
his action chain, because they didn’t recognize signs of im-
pending response.

ST
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16. Pay close attention to what the Japanese are doing in
negotiations. Give them lots of time. There will be
many pauses in the meetings. Some Japanese require a
long time to get ““wound up”’ before they talk; they like
to warm up first. If they don’t have a chance to partici-
pate at their own pace, they cannot establish a rela-
tionship.

17. Remember that inscrutability is not deception. If you
cannot understand their reactions or feelings, do not
be misled and attribute this to their being deceptive.

18. Be thoroughly prepared with hard data, facts, and
figures about everything the Japanese will need to
know. In other words, “‘Don’t wing it.”” The Japanese
need for information often goes far beyond what most
Americans expect.

CASE HISTORY: After nearly four weeks of negotiation one
American CEO, who had been doing business in Japan for
thirty years with great success, finally decided to break off
negotiations for a new venture.

At the next meeting he thanked the Japanese profusely for
their patience and goodwill and told them how much he had
enjoyed getting to know them and how much he had wanted
to do business with them. He added he had decided very
reluctantly that the two sides just could not reach agreement.
He invited them to reconsider his last proposal and to meet
with him one more time, the following evening at his hotel.

When the Japanese arrived, he offered them refreshments
and they sat around talking informally. Then he asked them if
they had anything further to say after reviewing his last pro-
posal. When they said no, he got up, went around to each
Japanese, shook hands and thanked him for his efforts, and
said goodbye. He then opened the closet door, picked up his
bags, and left to get the limousine to the airport. The Japanese
were not expecting this.
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Upon his arrival in Los Angeles, he was greeted by three
top staff of the Japanese company, who asked him to return
to Japan immediately for further talks. He did so, and the
negotiations were successfully completed.

<>

This happy ending may not always occur, but there is
definitely a point when negotiations are no longer productive
and it is best to end them gracefully. Just don’t give up too
soon and don’t be impolite. In this case the American CEO
knew many of the Japanese and had worked with them for
years. He was sufficiently contexted to know when to leave.

Finally, bear in mind that in negotiations matters of major
substance may be referred back to Japanese company head-
quarters for decision. As you’ll remember from our discus-
sion of the ringi, major decisions take a very long time in
Japan.

CONTRACTS AND ATTORNEYS
““. . . youcan indeed have understanding without
agreement, but you can never, ever, have any
agreement without understanding.”’

Don Maloney, “East Is East—Or Is It

<O >

Americans, oriented to the printed word, prefer written
agreements. They think contracts are final and legally bind-
ing. This is not the case in Japan. Quite often, after a contract
has been signed, the Japanese will request a meeting at which
they ask for changes, which usually means the American
company representative in Japan must contact U.S. head-
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quarters for approval. The American reaction is one of indig-
nation or distress because Americans regard a contract as
binding, a stable element in a changing and uncertain world.
Many Japanese contracts have a clause that says if the situa-
tion changes the contract will be renegotiated. Even if the
clause is not there, they will expect to renegotiate if the
situation changes. For the Japanese, if conditions change,
everything changes. This is particularly true if there is a
change in the exchange rate or a rise in the price of oil.

For the Japanese a verbal agreement is just as binding as a
written agreement. Be warned, and never commit yourself to
saying something you don’t mean. Apart from your need to
consult attorneys about patents and trademarks, however,
you will not need the services of an attorney in Japan nearly
as often as you would in Europe or the United States. Japan is
not a litigious society and prefers to work things out harmoni-
ously through negotiation.

There are many restrictions imposed on foreign attorneys
who wish to practice in Japan. First, there are long delays in
obtaining a visa. Then, there is the requirement that the for-
eign attorney must pass the bar exam and also pass a lan-
guage competency test. This helps explain why in 1984 there
were only approximately twenty foreign attorneys licensed to
practice in Japan.

Due to a shortage of judges, Japanese court dockets are
very crowded, and it takes years for cases to be settled. In a
legal action, if the wrongdoer accepts the blame and makes a
public apology, the case is often dropped before it comes to
trial. Our interpretation of litigation in Japan, when it occurs,
is that, like war, courts are a last resort when all else fails.
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MANAGING IN JAPAN

RELATING TO YOUR JAPANESE STAFF

““Keep a light hand on the reins and encourage
input and teamwork.”’
American CEO, Tokyo

E; Shinsaku Sogo, Executive Director of JETRO, writes

in his excellent article, ‘“Gaining Respect: The

ABCs of How to Get Along With Your Japanese

Staff’”: ““Your Japanese staff is not working for you, but for the

company.” He continues: “‘In Japan, a company is not

merely a functional organization. It is also a cooperative
unit.” A good manager can enhance this cooperation.

A good Japanese manager is an invaluable asset, so take the
time to find one and then listen to him. Keep in mind how
important it is to the Japanese to go through channels and to
observe the critical chain of command. Rank and status are
important and you will lose face if you violate the rules. Your
Japanese manager can also assist you in all matters involving
customs and Japanese-style communication, thus helping to
maintain the constant flow of information on which your
organization will depend.

One of the things American management in Japan can do
to improve relations with a Japanese staff is to promote com-
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pany loyalty. The American manager can strengthen feelings
of loyalty by observing Japanese customs, such as inducting
new employees in a formal ceremony each spring. This in-
duction ceremony promotes solidarity by creating an oppor-
tunity for a small celebration, sometimes with music and
entertainment. The American manager can use the occasion
to ask for the active support of the new employees before
beginning their indoctrination into the company. Awards to
groups for outstanding performance (for instance, as a QCC)
are also helpful.

Company tours also build morale. As mentioned earlier,
one highly successful European company arranges annual
tours to Germany and France with visits to the company
facilities as well as sightseeing and entertainment. Other for-
eign companies offer children of Japanese employees an op-
portunity to go to their country and study in their schools.
This builds bridges with the Japanese families, and it encour-
ages Japanese children to develop their language skills.

Learning to communicate effectively with Japanese staff is
very important. One great difference between American and
Japanese business is in how office communications are han-
dled. Americans use written communications, procedures,
and memos which are circulated within the office. The Japa-
nese are not accustomed to this. They communicate verbally.
Remember they are tied to information networks based on
close personal relationships and constantly keep each other
informed. Ask your Japanese advisor how best to communi-
cate with the Japanese in your office.

If a difficult personnel problem arises, it is important to find
a solution before the problem becomes public. For example,
if an employee has failed to do his job or if he has been
dishonest, this must be dealt with promptly and quietly, in
private. You must have advice from top Japanese staff on this.
It is very difficult to fire an employee. However, for serious
infractions it can be done.
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For less serious offenses, never reprimand or make accusa-
tions in public. It will embarrass the person and it will ruin
your relationship. If you have a grievance, discuss it in private
with great tact. Always begin by stressing the positive. When
you broach the deficiency in his work, make one or two
diplomatic and vague suggestions. Ask him to think about the
matter and discuss it with you later. Even better, find a go-
between to speak to the employee.

THE IMPORTANCE OF
AFTER-HOURS SOCIALIZING

As noted, one of the most important parts of doing business
in Japan is after-hours socializing. For your staff this kind of
socializing is one of the major channels of communication.
This is when you find out what is really going on, when the
barriers come down, when you can say things without of-
fense. Bear in mind that during the day office etiquette pre-
vents any exchanges that might be considered improper or
offensive. The pressure to keep a tight rein on emotions is
very great. In the words of one American advertising execu-
tive, ““The Japanese don’t trust anyone who doesn’t go out
and drink with them.”

PROBLEMS WITH THE HOME OFFICE

Most American executives we interviewed in Japan said
one of their biggest problems was with their home office. It
was often the first thing they mentioned. Because American
business is conducted so differently from Japanese business it
is very difficult to convey to the home office the reality of
doing business in Japan. Most U.S. headquarters don’t under-
stand and often refuse to accept the advice and recommen-
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dations of their top managers in Japan when this advice just
doesn’t make sense to them. Often they insist that specific
company policies and procedures be applied worldwide. We
were often told: ““You cannot tell headquarters anything.
They refuse to listen and it has cost this company hundreds of
thousands of dollars!”” (Some executives said ‘‘millions of
dollars.”)

Our experience has been that problems between the home
office and the overseas operation are not restricted to Ameri-
can business. We heard the same complaints from French and
German business executives abroad. It is also true for Ameri-
can government agencies. Many Foreign Service officers re-
ported that the FSO abroad is always thinking about ‘“‘the
department’’—the desk officer at State—who reads his re-
ports and decides whether or not to act on them.

Visits by company brass sometimes pose dilemmas for the
American executive in Japan. In the words of one American
banker:

““The problem is, the wrong people come. If the
right people do come they don't stay long enough
to learn anything. All too often it’s a junket and
they bring their wives along. This means we cannot
have important after-hours meetings with our japa-
nese clients. My advice is to send top people who
are really interested in Japan and give them at least
a week and preferably two.”

When wives accompany their husbands on-these visits, our
suggestion is that their visit be scheduled separately and they
be offered an orientation course on Japan and tours to such
places as Kyoto, Nara, or Nikko. Many organizations offer
such orientation; one that specializes in arrangements for
business wives is Qak Associates in Tokyo. Many wives are
interested in learning about Japan, and sometimes educating
wives is a very good way to reach husbands, especially when
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their husbands feel they don’t have time to absorb the cul-
ture.

Another problem with the home office, often mentioned in
our interviews, is that of telexes from the home office. In the
words of one frustrated American CEO:

‘““Americans send terrible telexes. They can’t write
clearly—they use jargon and slang which baffles
the Japanese. They are sometimes tactless and
don’t think how something will sound. They think a
telex is like a cable and the more you leave out the
better. Take this example: ‘Here’s new data sheet.
Please throw away.” What they meant, of course,
was ‘Please throw away the old one.”
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MARKETING, SELLING,
AND DISTRIBUTING

MARKETING: LEARNING FROM THE
MASTERS

“What sells in the United States does not
necessarily sell in Japan. But the concept can be
transferred with intelligent interpretation and
translation.”

Kenichi Ohmae, Triad Power

Eli The Japanese are the world’s most sophisticated
marketers. To succeed in Japan a product must be

unique, of very high quality, and adapted to the
needs and preferences of the Japanese. Most important, de-
liveries must be prompt, in accordance with the tight sched-
uling of the Japanese. The Japanese market is the second
largest in the world and is fiercely competitive. Only high-
quality products that are competitive in price have a chance.
America’s biggest single problem in the Japanese marketplace
is the uneven quality of American products.
In order to be able to turn out quality products at affordable
prices, many Japanese producers have invested heavily in
automated plants. Several years ago a major American com-
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pany developed a high-quality robot. The manager, an Amer-
ican, presented it at a trade show in Tokyo and, in his words,
“The Japanese were climbing over the ropes to get at it and
attendance skyrocketed.” The company decided to market
the robot in the United States after trying it out on an assem-
bly line in an American plant. The U.S. workers, fearful for
their jobs, sabotaged the robot. The American manufacturer
then withdrew it from the market and refused to move the
robot manufacturing operation to Japan, despite the urging of
the manager in Japan. The company then sold the patent
because ““it had no future.” The Japanese buyer, believing
otherwise, continued to develop the robot, adding several
sophisticated features with great success.

Mariko Fujiwara has written an excellent book on con-
sumer preferences in Japan, Hitonami: Keeping Up with the
Satos. It is must reading for companies producing consumer
goods. JETRO and the American Chamber of Commerce in
Japan can provide basic market information. If your company
requires more detailed information, your bankers and your
Japanese associates can arrange for the proper introductions
to reliable market research companies. Top-level contacts are
needed for these introductions. If your company is not affili-
ated with a Japanese company, it is particularly important to
rely on a professional market research firm. Conducting mar-
ket research in Japan is very difficult for foreigners and is a
highly specialized field.

Because the Japanese market is highly volatile and subject
to great swings, companies must stay abreast of changes in
their industry’s marketplace. In 1986 the market for imported
cars was quite strong. The newly affluent middle-class Japa-
nese wanted high-status fashionable cars that met their need
for individuality. Some foreign car companies, such as BMW,
reduced their prices and lowered interest rates to take advan-
tage of this trend in the market.

Proper placement is an important factor and can become
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part of the sales promotion. The fact that an item such as
cosmetics is in a first-class department store is very important
for status. If one important store carries a product, others will
follow.

Many Japanese have a special feeling of attachment to their
appliances. Marketing expert George Field thinks this is re-
lated to the physical space the appliances occupy in Japanese
homes. Japanese homes and apartments are very small and
the television and the washing machine become a part of the
home environment. Often both are found in the living room
with the family.

Service for appliances is important. Japanese expect to find
skilled repair shops in their neighborhood able to fix anything
they buy. Incidentally, we were told one of the best ways to
become an accepted member of your neighborhood is to get
to know the local repair people and their shops.

Packaging must be beautiful and of high quality. The Japa-
nese avoid any product that is presented in ‘“‘economy pack-
aging.” They also dislike certain colors for certain products:
they abhor yellow for cosmetics or toilet articles because
they associate yellow with laundry or cleaning products. This
is just one example of why you need the input of local adver-
tising specialists.

The Japanese housewife makes most of the major
purchases for the family and buys the family’s food, house-
hold supplies, and clothing. Usually, she receives her hus-
band’s paycheck, manages the household budget, and allo-
cates funds for different categories of expenses, including
savings for children’s education, vacations, leisure activities,
and retirement. She is the person advertisers try to reach. She
budgets carefully and is an informed and astute shopper,
often keeping daily records of her purchases.

The Japanese themselves are careful to design their prod-
ucts around people’s needs. One of the great challenges for
foreign companies is adapting foreign products to Japanese
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needs. Braun, for example, had to redesign its electric shaver
to fit the smaller hands of Japanese customers. Other compa-
nies, such as Sears, reduced the size of their home appliances
to fit the needs of Japanese consumers, who live in small
spaces. These simple adaptations can spell the difference
between success and failure.

Consider Japanese needs in automobiles, for example. The
Japanese need a car with right-hand drive because they drive
on the left side of the road. This sounds obvious, yet many
American and European car manufacturers have refused to
make this adaptation, which has cost them thousands of
sales. The Japanese also need air conditioning for driving in
cities such as Tokyo, where the climate is hot in summer and
traffic is jammed. Because they do not have superhighways
and their streets and roads are very congested, Japanese like
small, highly responsive cars with power steering for parking
in tight spaces.

““At some point American business and govern-
ment leaders will face the fact that we are losing
the trade war with Japan (and other Asian nations)
because we don’t know how to sell to them, be-
cause our army of marketers are undertrained and
unsupported by their companies.”

—John L. Graham, “Today the Summit—Tomorrow, Business’’

ADVERTISING: RELEASING
THE RIGHT RESPONSE

Each nation and each culture has its own way of describing
its products and the company behind the products. These
stylistic variations evolved through a natural process of inter-
action between advertisers, media, and the marketplace. The
function of all advertising is to release a desired response.
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Japanese advertising evokes a mood and is designed to ap-
peal to emotions, produce good feelings, and create a happy
atmosphere. The approach is a ““‘soft sell.” Japanese ads are
visually attractive and eye-catching, featuring bright colors.
This fits the Japanese visual orientation to life and reflects
their sensitivity to aesthetics, color, and design. They often
use symbols and strong gestures in their TV commercials.
Japanese ads may be humorous or witty, and they appeal to
the reader’s intelligence; however, they do not convey much
product information. The Japanese culture is so high-context
that the ads need not be filled with information. Japanese ads
seem to violate all the American rules for good advertising; in
fact, sometimes it’s hard to discern what the product is from
viewing a Japanese ad.

The Japanese consumer is very aware of trends and wants
the latest fashions in consumer products. Well-known per-
sonalities are ““opinion leaders” in Japan. The Japanese tend
to imitate famous people and buy the products that they
endorse. Celebrities, such as film stars and famous athletes,
are often shown promoting products in both TV and print
ads.

For consumer products, in the words of one advertising
specialist:

“I tell my clients, if you want to do something—do
it big! Lots of ads and the best possible placement
in leading department stores. You want to project
an image of quality and prestige.”

Data sheets are very important because the Japanese ex-
pect information in great detail about the products they buy.
Simply translating American product information will not suf-
fice because Japanese organize information very differently.
Hire well-educated, experienced Japanese to write data
sheets; they are too important to be assigned to amateurs.



140 THE AMERICAN COMPANY IN JAPAN

Some advertising agencies create product-information litera-
ture as part of their service to clients.

The Japanese family averages five hours a day watching
TV. Television advertising is therefore important and very
expensive. There are five commercial channels in Tokyo that
broadcast all day, from early morning until late at night. Early
morning hours are most important for advertisers.

In 1983 the percentages of total advertising expenditure
were as follows: TV, 34.6 percent; newspapers, 30.1 per-
cent; magazines, 6.2 percent; radio, 5.1 percent; and out-
door, direct mail, and others, 24.0 percent. Since so many
Japanese take mass transit to work, ads on trains and subways
are very popular.

The Japanese magazine market is highly segmented. There
are more than 2,740 different categories of highly specialized
magazines. For example, in the area of girls’ magazines there
are those for virtually every age: young girls 10-12, girls 12—
14, 14-16, etc. The fine distinctions in readership segmenta-
tion exceed anything we have encountered in other coun-
tries.

CASE HISTORY: After forty years of publishing a Japanese edition,
an American magazine decided to close its Japanese subsidiary.
Six years of losses preceded this decision. Once a very popular
magazine in Japan, its circulation had dropped while produc-
tion costs rose. According to Susan Chira in the New York
Times, the head of the company union stated in an interview
that the company “brought on its own trouble by failing to adapt
its product to changing Japanese tastes and by using direct-mail
marketing tactics that did not appeal to the Japanese, such as the
sweepstakes approach.”
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American companies will need input from Japanese ex-
perts on where to place ads to target consumers accurately.

CASE HISTORY: An American company’s headquarters, dis-
regarding the advice of its Tokyo manager, decided to adver-
tise its product in English in six publications in Southeast Asia.
The ads were designed to reach Japanese business and there
was a coupon attached. The company received not one re-
ply. American headquarters couldn’t understand this. Yet any
knowledgeable advertising agency could have told them that
none of these six magazines is read by the Japanese, and this
information could have saved the company thousands of
dollars.

<O >

Some of the best advertising agencies in the world are in
Tokyo. Two of the largest Japanese agencies are well known:
Dentsu and Hakuhodo. There are also many smaller Japanese
agencies and American agencies, some of which are joint
ventures with the Japanese. It is not difficult to find a good
agency, and it will be time well spent to investigate several of
them.

The advertising business in Japan is totally different from
that in the United States. Japanese ad agencies specialize in a
particular medium. They also handle competing clients.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Japanese have little concept of public relations in the
American sense; they find American public relations incom-
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prehensible. Since they are very modest and self-effacing,
they cannot understand self-promotion. They also have little
need for corporate public relations. There is an old saying in
Japan: ““The peach tree and the plum tree say nothing, but
when the fruit is ripe everybody comes.”

SALES: TIME WELL SPENT

The Japanese salesman serves as a public relations repre-
sentative for his company. As you may imagine, he spends
many hours with his good customers. He does not wait for
customers to call him or come into his store or office. He
makes frequent calls in person, and he may not even mention
his products or attempt a sale. Instead, he will visit with his
customer, dine with him, go to sake bars, play golf or tennis,
and get to know him. He serves his customer in any way he
can and builds a long-term relationship which may well last a
lifetime.

When he does make a sales call on a customer he never
gets right to the point. First, he visits and spends a long time in
pleasant conversation. Eventually, he gets down to business.
For some Americans this may seem a waste of time, but in
Japan it is not. This sales technique is just one example of the
cultural difference between being efficient (saving time) and
being effective (making a sale).

The responsibility of the company does not end at the
point of sale. Free service is expected on products. For exam-
ple, in orders for heavy machinery, the supplier is responsible
for installation, training the operators, maintenance, and ser-
vice long after the warranty expires. Indeed, many suppliers
have automatic check-up inspections for their machinery.
This may continue for up to twenty years after purchase. This
ongoing inspection serves to cement the relationship as well
as to insure proper performance.
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American cars have not sold well in Japan. In 1982 only
3,562 U.S.-made cars were sold, and in 1985 only about
9,000. Rosalie Tung attributes this to the fact that American
cars are not of high quality and their style and build are not
suited to Japanese needs and tastes. Also, we heard many
complaints about inadequate service and nonavailability of
parts, probably the two most crucial considerations to the
Japanese buyer. Most successful foreign automobile compa-
nies have encouraged and relied on input from their distribu-
tors and salesmen, who talk to customers and know what
customers want,

DISTRIBUTION: CRUCIAL NETWORKS

Distribution is handled through a network of indepen-
dently owned manufacturers’ representatives, and products
pass through many hands before they are sold. It is very hard
for a newcomer to break into the distribution system because
of existing franchises which date back many years. This sys-
tem is often criticized for being both complicated and ineffi-
cient. Indeed, some say it is impossible for foreign business to
master. At the very least, it is one of the greatest obstacles
foreign business confronts. But, as many Japanese point out, it
is also very difficult for new Japanese companies, two thirds
of which fail.

As you might expect in a high-context culture, the Japanese
distribution system is based on a network of personal rela-
tionships that may span as many as three generations. These
relationships involve years of trust, understanding, and mu-
tual obligation. Not only is the system difficult to understand
and break into; it is virtually impossible to explain to the
American home office.

The )Japanese distribution system is based on reciprocity. It
spans many years of working together on the part of buyer
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and seller. Japanese companies buy from certain suppliers.
These, in turn, send the company business or repay the com-
pany over the years in some other way. Perhaps, during
periods of shortage, they give their clients top priority. This is
not considered immoral or illegal; it is simply ‘“’helping each
other.”

Distribution involves both wholesalers and retailers, which
are often very small organizations with limited capital and
staff. Most small retail stores cannot keep an inventory, and
therefore the wholesaler must have supplies that can be de-
livered on short notice, daily if necessary. The ubiquitous,
tiny, family-owned stores are concentrated near commuting
stops and along the bus and railroad routes to encourage
walk-in customers. These very small stores cannot afford
space for large inventories. Similarly, their competitors, the
large retail stores that pay high rents, do not want to tie up
their capital with large inventories. According to Rosalie
Tung, there are 1.5 million retailers in Japan. Seventy-seven
percent of total retail sales are in neighborhood stores, not in
large department stores. JETRO reports there is one retail
store for every seventy-eight people in Japan. This is twice as
many per capita as in the United States or France. Only one
percent of Japanese retailers employ more than thirty people,
and 85 percent have fewer than four employees.

Recently, several very large retail outlets have been started
by companies such as Daiei, Nichii, Seiyu, and Ito-Yokado. It
is possible for foreign companies to use these retail giants to
distribute their products.

Wholesalers are also small and numerous, one for every
468 people. Seventy percent of the wholesalers have fewer
than ten employees, and the ratio of wholesalers to retailers is
one to five.

On the plus side, the distribution system offers many op-
tions and is responsive to changing conditions, an important
factor for the Japanese. It requires constant communication
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and contact between manufacturer, distributor, wholesaler,
and retailer, and it also requires years of nemawashi. Some-
times an American company wants to change its distributor
because it isn’t satisfied with his performance. This poses
problems, because another distributor may not wish to be the
““second choice,” especially if the company has had prob-
lems with its first distributor.

American companies can choose among several distribu-
tion options: use a trading company or a Japanese firm to
distribute products, at least in the initial stages of your japa-
nese operation; bypass the distributors and wholesalers and
make direct sales to retailers; or sell through wholesalers.

ADVICE FOR AMERICANS

A DISTILLATION OF ADVICE
FROM 50 EXECUTIVES IN JAPAN

“Many American companies are very successful in
Japan. It takes a long-term commitment, a lot of
money, and good people who are willing to work
hard and do it right.”

Senior vice-president, American bank in Tokyo

E; We were fortunate to have interviewed a number
of successful American executives in Japan who
were experienced, talented, knowledgeable, and
optimistic. The following advice for Americans working in
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Japan was given us by these executives, who have learned
the hard way how difficult it is to accept the reality of another
culture.

FOR INDIVIDUALS
1. Be patient—very, very patient. Everything takes
much longer in Japan. Major decisions require nine to
twelve months. If you are new to your job in Japan,
take no major action for eighteen months to two years.
It takes five years to begin to understand what is hap-
pening. Don’t push; consensus takes time. Allow
plenty of time for nemawashi. Be prepared for many
meetings, dinners, evenings out, and weekends with
your Japanese associates.
One executive who started his own business and
has been very successful had this to say:

““The Japanese like to test your sincerity. | call it the
‘jump-through-the-hoop syndrome.’ After you've
demonstrated repeatedly that you are willing to
meet their demands, they continue to ask for more.
This is their way of testing you to see if you are
sincere and really interested in doing business. This
is how you build reputation, by ‘jumping through
the hoop.” Once the Japanese are satisfied, they
will accept you.”

2. Take the long-term view. The Japanese are not inter-
ested in short-term relationships. You must begin by
making a long-term plan for your Japanese operation
and allow five years just to complete the groundwork.

3. “Don’t come to teach, come to learn.”” This was the
advice of a long-term resident of Tokyo who is the
head of a large trading company.

4. Learn the language. Not just our recommendation but
that of everyone we interviewed.
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5. Learn new ways to communicate. First, listen care-

fully and watch for subtle signs of nonverbal commu-
nication between Japanese. They do not communicate
directly. You can become aware of their feelings by
using your own intuition and empathy. This takes
practice and coaching. Remember, Western logic is
anathema to Japanese. In your communications be
accurate, honest, and consistent. Say only what you
mean and be prepared to stand behind what you say.

. Respect consensus and compromise. These are the

bases of relationships in Japan. The Japanese achieve
harmony by seeking consensus at every level. They
compromise when there are differences, and they ex-
pect give-and-take and flexibility even from foreign-
ers. If they make a concession, their foreign partner is
expected to make one in return.

. Accept personal responsibility for your job. The Japa-

nese expect each member of a firm to be personally
responsible for whatever he agrees to do. They are not
interested in excuses. In their eyes, you will be held
responsible for any commitment.

. Be thoroughly prepared. When you present a pro-

posal the Japanese may not say anything at first. They
like time to reflect. But don’t think they are not giving
your proposal serious consideration. Later, they may
come back with questions, questions, and more ques-
tions, and requests for additional data. Be prepared
and very patient. Japanese will test you over and over
again on your facts and figures, and they will probe to
see if you are really sincere and honest.

. Learn to depend on your Japanese advisors. You will

need coaching and advice every step of the way in
Japan, and you must develop a reliable Japanese staff
who-can advise you. They can give you the best ad-
vice in the world, but it won’t do any good if you don't
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listen and accept that advice. it’s a little like the situa-
tion you will find yourself in when you try to tell your
home office about the Japanese.

10. Pay great attention to detail. Most Japanese try to do

FOR
1.

everything right. This means you must pay close atten-
tion to detail. As an American executive expressed it,
“The Japanese are fanatics about details. This is why
it'’s exhausting to do business in Japan.”

LARGE COMPANIES

Select and train your best people for Japan, people
with technical competence and proven track records.
Choose them early if you expect them to become fluent
in the language. Leave them in Japan long enough to

. learn to be effective in dealing with the Japanese. One

management consultant told us:

““The worst thing you can do is send top people for
only two or three years. They all want to reorga-
nize and change things. The result is their Japanese
managers ‘burn out’ trying to educate them. After
two or three such changes, the Japanese managers
just give up.”

a. Selection: Choose individuals who have pa-
tience, flexibility, sensitivity, integrity, consistency, curi-
osity and willingness to learn, ability to handle many
different kinds of personalities, emotional stability,
broad general background, and good health. As men-
tioned earlier, experience in a foreign country is a great
asset, particularly if the person has mastered a foreign
language and has lived at least two years overseas.

Families are very important. One of every three cases
of business failure is due to family problems for Ameri-
cans adjusting to Japan. It takes a wife who is very
independent and can manage without much help from
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her husband, who will not have much time at home.
Also, no one with serious health problems should
come. It makes sense to screen the entire family, using a
qualified professional to do the evaluations.

It /s possible for wives to find jobs in Japan. A place-
ment service offered by Oak Associates in Tokyo has
successfully placed American women in both Japanese
and international firms.

b. Training: Language and cultural background
training should be mandatory for all employees and
their spouses for a minimum of six weeks before leaving
the United States. Language means tota/ immersion
(which requires release time from the job). Although
this short training results in achieving only a few polite
phrases, it is still a great help to newcomers. Language
training should continue in Japan with private lessons
several times a week for at least five years if even mini-
mal working skill is expected.

“We’re not sending our best people abroad. The
Japanese do a much better job of selecting and
training their people for U.S. assignments. They are
better educated, better trained, and more compe-
tent.”

President, Japanese subsidiary, American company

“One of the real difficulties in selecting the best
employees for an assignment in Japan is the reluc-
tance of many employees to accept this assign-
ment. What will happen to him when he returns to
the American company? Are his talents and experi-
ence going to be used or will he be sidelined for
having lost his place on the ‘up escalator’?”’

American managing director, Tokyo
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. When starting a new company in Japan, set it up as a

separate division in the company with direct access to
the CEO at headquarters for at least two or three years.
The Japanese company must receive adequate financial
backing. It's important to ““fly the flag’’ for many years
before your presence is accepted. ’If you don’t plan to
stick it out for ten years in Japan, don’t bother’—we
heard this or something similar from almost every exec-
utive interviewed. After the Japanese company is well
established, it can be integrated into the structure of the
U.S. company.

. Register your trademark and patents immediately. Be-

fore you print any letterhead or promotional flyers, ask
your attorney in Japan to register your trademarks and
patents. Otherwise, you may lose them. It has hap-
pened.

. Don't be afraid of the Japanese market. First, investi-

gate the market thoroughly. Spend as much time as
needed to develop the right contacts and find the best
personnel. Build your reputation slowly for the long
term. High-quality products with proper service will do
well, but remember, your Japanese connections are vi-
tal at every stage.

. Japan is unique. t is not a good idea to use Japan as

your headquarters for a Far Eastern operation. Japan is
totally different from other Far Eastern cultures such as
China, Korea, and Malaysia. Also, we were told that, for
a variety of reasons, it is not a good idea to choose a
manager from Hong Kong or Southeast Asia for your
Japanese office. Sometimes people from Southeast Asia
have acquired a “colonial’” mentality, which will be
immediately perceived and resented by the Japanese. In
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other cases they may have an attitude unsympathetic to
Japanese. Also, Japanese are often prejudiced against
Southeast Asians.

. Do NOT try to run everything from U.S. headquarters.

It is impossible to understand the problems in countries
like Japan unless you’ve worked there. Officers at head-
quarters tend to be preoccupied with immediate prob-
lems in their own office and they often cannot under-
stand what has to be done in foreign countries. In the
words of one general manager of an international
chemical company:

““Most U.S. companies that are international still
have a basic strategy that is oriented toward the
American market. They are simply not interested in
foreign markets.”

Unfortunately, his assessment is all too accurate.

FOR SMALL BUSINESS

1.

2.
3.

Research the market carefully before you decide to
enter.

Start small.

Consider finding a Japanese partner. This is a tactic
that can simplify your problems, provided you find the
right partner. Your banking contacts can help you. We
interviewed several Americans who had done this and
were pleased with the results.

Small companies are handicapped because there are
no American-based trading companies to handle the
shipping of American products to Japan. (There’s a hole
in the U.S. market for some enterprising company.)
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Eli As mentioned earlier, we spent many months in-
terviewing German business executives for our

earlier books for Germans interacting with Ameri-
cans, French, and Japanese. What struck us most forcefully at
the end of the German interviews was the difference in the
attitude of German executives in Japan compared to those in
Germany,

It was our feeling that the experience of doing business in
Japan had energized the Germans. Germans in Japan were
much more positive and optimistic in their attitude than were
those in Germany. German business has been very successful
in Japan, and the challenge of competing with the Japanese
seems to have brought out the best business skills in the
Germans.

in a similar vein, we believe that the competition of Japa-
nese products has improved the quality and performance of
American goods, a change that is beneficial for the whole
country. Americans who are old enough to remember the
great depression, or fortunate enough to have known grand-
parents and great-grandparents, know that there was a time
when life in the United States was not easy, when people
worked very hard and did their best, and when there was
pride in craftsmanship and service. Japan reminds us that
such high standards still exist, and that, if America is to pros-
per, it must relearn some old lessons.

The short-term view of American business that focuses on
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immediate profits at the expense of research and develop-
ment is another serious handicap, and to be successful Amer-
ican companies must devise strategies for overcoming this
shortsightedness.

Today the price American business pays for its short-term
time orientation is nowhere more apparent than in its lack of
training of American employees assigned to Japan. In our
interviews with American and Japanese executives, we were
struck by the great difference in the training the Americans
had received compared to that given the Japanese. This dif-
ference is due in part to the differences in job mobility: most
Japanese interviewees had spent their entire working lives in
one company and the companies had long-term plans for
their development and training, whereas most American
companies are reluctant to spend time and money training an
employee who may very well leave to take another job.

A major Japanese company may spend at least fifty thou-
sand dollars training executives to work in the United States.
Having recruited a top graduate of one of the best schools
(who, incidentally, will have studied English since early child-
hood), it will assign the employee to work in different divi-
sions of the company before sending him to the United States
for an MBA degree. After this advanced training the em-
ployee is reassigned to Japan for at least five years, and then is
finally assigned to the United States, where he will be given at
least five years to prove himself. This system is quite com-
mon, and it is estimated that there are ten thousand Japanese
in the United States today who have had such extensive
training in American business practices and in the English
language. We refer our readers to John L. Graham's excellent
article (see Reading List) for further details on how japanese
and American companies differ in personnel training.

Recent changes in Japan’s economic status reflect the col-
lapse of the steel and ship-building industries and have re-
sulted in sagging revenues for Japanese buisness. These
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chgnges, added to the increased competition from other
Assan_countrles, have shaken Japanese business. It is there-
fore likely that Japanese business will continue to promote

hgrd ngrk and high-quality products while concentrating on
diversification in long-term planning.

<0 >

. This is a short book by design. Most executives are drown-
ing in paper and even those who want to read have little time.
We suggest reading this book once, paying particular atten-
tion to the organizing frames of culture that provide the con-
text for your own experiences with the Japanese. Then, re-
read the book and begin to build on those experiences. This
method has proved valuable for a German executive, who
said about our book on Japan for German business people, “'|
tell everyone, ‘Read this book, then reread it until you really
understand how much there is to learn.’ "/
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Action chain An “‘action chain,” a term borrowed from ethol-
ogy, is a fixed sequence’of events in which people alternately
release appropriate responses in each other in order to achieve an
agreed-upon or predictable goal. The steps or links in the chain are
culturally determined and vary from culture to culture. Examples of
action chains include courtship, getting married, completing a sale,
nemawashi, conducting complex political negotiations, and setting
up a business.

Amae Amae comes from the verb amaeru, which means “'to
look to others for support and affection.” Amae is the feeling of
nurturing concern for and dependence on another. This is a com-
plex relationship with roots in the deep physical and emotional
attachment of children to their mothers. This relationship is later
transferred to the child’s teachers and ultimately to his boss and
others in positions of authority. In business it takes the form of a
mentor-protégé relationship. It is not simply one person’s depen-
dence on another; there is reciprocity in the relationship. The supe-
rior has both an obligation to his protégé and a dependency on him,
which arises from the superior’s need to be needed. (See Takeo
Doi’'s The Anatomy of Dependence.)

Culture ''Culture’” is a technical term used by anthropologists to
refer to a system for creating, sending, storing, and processing
information evolved by human beings and differentiating them
from other life forms. The terms ‘“mores,” “‘tradition,” ‘‘custom,”’
“habit,” and others are subsumed under the cultural umbrella.
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sometimes ““culture” is used to refer to art and literature. While art
and literature indeed form an important part of culture, we use the
term in its wider context in this book.

Congruence Congruence refers to such matters as appropriate-
ness, how well things work, and the degree to which they fit to-
gether. This applies not only to words, but also to behavior and
setting. A master of the Tea Ceremony is a master, in part, because
of his great sensitivity to congruence.

Haragei Literally, stomach. Nonverbal form of communication
by which one “senses” what is not said or responds in a subtle,
indirect manner. It has been said that “harage/ is all things to all
people.” (See Michihiro Matsumoto’s Haragei.)

High Context and Low Context Context refers to the fact that
when people communicate they take for granted how much the
listener knows about the subject under discussion. In low-context
communication, the listener knows very little and so must be told
practically everything. In high-context communication, the listener
is already “‘contexted,” and so does not need to be told very much.
For example, twins who have shared a long life in proximity to one
another work at a much higher level on the context scale than
people of different cultures who have only just met.

Informatics Informatics is a term suggested by MIT mathemati-
cian-philosopher Gian-Carlo Rota as a way of identifying the infor-
mation component (on all levels) of any given extension of the
human organism. Informatics refers to the meaning attached to
culture-based systems, ranging from toolmaking, technology, lan-
guage, art, and architecture to social status and behavior.

Interfacing The term “interfacing” derives from the technical
terminology of computers. Computers are modeled after the hu-
man brain and have some similarities to cultures in the way they are
organized and work. Creating the proper interface is nothing more
than creating a system for transating the messages of one part of the
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computer or a program to another, and it is the key to combining
and using different systems. Overcoming the difficulties inherent in
interfacing between such contradictory systems as monochronic
and polychronic time, for example, requires conscious effort and
much goodwill before things begin to work as expected.

Monochronic and Polychronic Monochronic cultures or situa-
tions stress a high degree of scheduling, one thing at a time (hence
the name), and an elaborate code of behavior built around prompt-
ness in meeting obligations and appointments.

Polychronic cultures are just the opposite. Human relationships
are valued over arbitrary schedules and appointments. Many things
may happen at once, since many people are involved in everything,
and interruptions are frequent.

Nemawashi A term that means literally ‘‘root-binding”’ or laying
the groundwork. This refers to a technique of transplanting trees.
Before a tree can be transplanted it is dug out and some roots are
cut. Straw and rope are then wrapped around these roots and the
tree is put back in the same place for a year or longer to see if it
survives, If it does, the tree is then transplanted to another site.

The Japanese use nemawashi in virtually everything they do.
They always prepare carefully for the next step and avoid any
precipitous action. They make sure there will be no unexpected
obstacles in their path by laying the groundwork properly.
Nemawashi takes time, and, because it is crucial to success, one
must learn to do the nemawashi for everything in Japan. Any effort
to shortcut this process is doomed to failure.

Proxemics A term that refers to man’s use of space as an aspect
of his culture; conversational distance, design of interior spaces, the
layout of a town, etc. See Edward T. Hall's book The Hidden
Dimension.

Reference Group The term refers to those people who are signif-
icant in a person’s life. The reference group can be in business or in
social life. It can also include neighbors whose opinions are impor-
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tant. It is the feedback from this group that is used by an individual
to determine whether or not his behavior and performance are
satisfactory.

Screen-dependent and screen-independent These terms refer
to people’s needs for sensory screening in situations where they
must concentrate or which are defined as “’private.” In Germany,
the screens take the form of soundproof walls and doors. This is
because Germans are very sensitive 1o auditory intrusions and are
more distracted by noise than the Japanese or such Mediterranean
peoples as the Greeks and ltalians. The Germans and Northern
Europeans are largely screen-dependent. The Japanese are just the
opposite.

Situation and Situational Dialects The term situation, as it is
used in this book, has a special meaning. Situations are framed and
complete in themselves. Thus, a conference, a meal, a visit, buying
tickets, writing a letter, courtship, sleeping, getting dressed, greet-
ing, reading a book, and studying are all situations.

One of the most efficient ways to learn a language is to learn the
languages of different situations. These are called “situational dia-
lects.”

Zaibatsu Groups of companies representing important industrial
sectors of the Japanese economy prior to the end of World War II.
The zaibatsu consisted of twenty to thirty major firms clustered
around a large bank. Each company had its satellite supply compa-
nies. A typical za/batsu might include a steel company, trading
company, automobile company, insurance company, etc. Zaibat-
sus had enormous power and influence. Although they were offi-
cially disbanded after the war, their influence networks remain.
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