Professor Paul Herbig

Japanese Marketing Lecture Series

Lecture Series #20: Collectivism in Japan

*

COLLECTIVISM


Japan is a collectivist society, but also is high on uncertainty avoidance and masculinity and relatively high on power distance. These characteristics suggest a system that seek consensus among group members, but is competitive and has clear distinctions in terms of power; job security is stressed, and jobs are allocated on the basis on gender. Japan is like a group of people on a train.  Everyone goes in the same direction.  The train cannot stop for one person.  In the United States,  one  travels   by   automobile,  and   when  you  want  to  stop,  you stop—very individualistic. In Japan, no amount of individual sacrifice is too great for the sake of the family or the nation-state. 



One of the major distinguishing characteristics of Japanese society has been the lack of individualism.  In the networks of large numbers of mutual dependents, one cannot conceptually differentiate the self or ego from others. The self merges into the sea of totality of mutual dependence.  One always needs to justify his  or her existence on the grounds of some type of social unit—the nation, a company, the family.  The very existence of the individual is dependent on the existence of some totality.  No concept of a private domain exists in Japanese society. This social attitude enables individual members of a private company to see themselves as members of the same “clan” and motivates management and financial backers to see their company in exactly the same light.  This attitude is rooted in Buddhist philosophy and produces a tendency to regard broader human relations in the context of quasi-blood relationships, so that the senior members of a company have a quasi-parental relationship with the other employees.  Greater importance is placed on the success of their entire group. Individualism (kojin shugi) was traditionally equated with selfishness and was viewed as a severe character flaw. The Japanese concept for  doing something according to one’s own style, jikoryu, has negative connotations, while the concept of doing something for the public has the connotation of community well-being.


The Japanese people have traditionally shown a willingness to accept discipline, a regimented style, and a lack of  individualism. From their very first day in school, Japanese  children are taught they are to serve the good of the larger  group. They still believe that an individual's willingness to sacrifice for the good of the group is one of the greatest virtues he or she can posses. The collectivist  orientation of the people influences all facets of Japanese organizations and remains a strong part of their  culture. The concept of loyalty is also a part of the Japanese culture that has been ingrained in the Japanese people for  hundreds of years. Their strong sense of loyalty extends beyond loyalty to one’s company to  family, country, and social groups. The Japanese emphasize the need for group loyalty and cooperation in order to achieve a  common cause for the collective good of the entire group. 


The group is desirable for three reasons. The Japanese are so conscious of their cultural, racial, and linguistic differences that they are afraid of facing the world alone, without the support of a group.  Many Japanese tour groups are made up not of strangers, but of work colleagues, association members, and others who already form a group. The tour is a reaffirmation of  an  established  group.   Most  Japanese  go overseas not for a unique experience, but rather to reproduce the experience other Japanese tourists have had.  The best group tour is one that is a copy of the tour one’s neighbor took the year before. When the Japanese travel, they try to take along a familiar group environment, and they seek out the bits of Japan that have been transplanted overseas, staying in hotels with Japanese management, eating in Japanese restaurants, and traveling with Japanese tour guides and buses. In a Japanese group tour, every minute is accounted for. The tour organizers seem to feel that  their charges will worry if they are not told how to spend every spare moment.  


The collectivist orientation of the Japanese  society has been deeply ingrained and a part of their  culture for hundreds of years. It continues to be strongly  stressed within the family, the work group, and the formal  education system in Japan. The Japanese rank as one of the most collectivist societies in the world. Japanese groups are determined largely by school and college affiliations, year of graduation, place of employment, and date of entry into the hiring institution. Other Japanese groups include families, companies, government departments, and even clubs and organizations. In Japan, the group can be exclusionary; the Japanese are “group-centric”—their groups exclude everyone, including other Japanese, from the in-group. Non-members, be they Japanese or foreign, are viewed with suspicion. A newcomer without a proper introduction is not fully accepted as a fellow human being by the group.  


The Japanese are taught from an early age to adjust their own desires to the demands of the group. Gifted individuals are supposed to let the rewards of talent flow back through them anonymously for the benefit of their group.  Even speaking about one’s self, let alone about one’s achievements, is considered inappropriate. This  groupism is reflected in the Japanese definition of the word individualism.  The original word in the Japanese language has always been in ill repute in Japan,  denoting selfishness rather than personal responsibility, isolation from others, and  concern with one’s own advantage rather than being willing to work for the welfare of others.  To be individualistic means that the person gains by weakening the group or in spite of the group.  On the other hand, everyone gains when each member seeks to make the group more efficient or works to help the group as a whole, whether it be a team or a company.   Non-members are outsiders whose concerns are less important than those of the own group. The Japanese have sacrificed privacy (individualism)  for collective security. The lack of individualism is the price the Japanese had to pay to minimize conflict, a necessity on a small island.


Any decision, no matter how trivial, has to be agreed on by the group before it is implemented. Most members become almost family to each other. Companies are often very exclusive and limit advancement within their companies to insiders. Blame for failure is never placed on an individual; rather, it is placed on the group. Management practices give precedence to the personal factors in all decisions and  behaviors and attempt to be holistic in the consideration and treatment of employees as well as customers. Everything, therefore, is relative. All employees are forced to share the same set of attitudes and values.  Everyone believes that the development of the corporation is a social good and that the accomplishment of the work of the company is a goal of society.  If something is for the corporation,  this permits one to ignore the expectations of others outside the company and even to break laws.  Work is a sufficient excuse to ignore family. Everything is then evaluated in terms of whether it is good or bad for the company community. To be a good employee, one must belong only to the workplace.


Japanese staff have a strong identification with their company.  If someone makes a mistake, even if it is not you, you feel sorry about it, try to explain it to the boss, and even apologize as if it were your mistake.  In Japan, when something goes wrong, the person in charge takes the blame.  In the United States, decision making is centralized and responsibility is diffused; in Japan, decision making is diffused and responsibility is concentrated. The level of competitiveness that Japanese individuals may show is often surprising.  Even when alone, the Japanese individual 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. 

The Japanese value motivation more than ability as a precursor to success.  A good employee is diligent; if diligent, he or she will develop as a person. If he or she develops as person, this will help the company be successful.  He or she works hard to cooperate with others and what he or she learns is shared with the group.  Individual  success is the group’s success.  In Japanese business organizations, the scope of the job assigned to each individual is not necessarily clearly defined; work is not designed with the individual’s job as the basic unit, but rather is farmed out to each section, department, or other unit of the work force.  As a result, priority is put on accomplishing the task assigned to the work force rather than on the individual employee who is performing the job. Any rewards that result go, not to the individuals who achieved them, but to the entire group for their combined efforts.


One example of cultural differences lies in the importance attached to the group versus that to the individual:  In Japan, the impulses and needs of the individual tend to be subordinated to the good of the group; in the United States, any intrusion by the group on the rights of the individual is regarded as unwarranted ( the former is the land of the big WE, the latter is the land of the big I).  Compatible with this orientation is a concern in Japan for minimizing differences, preserving harmony, and reinforcing group loyalty; these customs are derived from ancient Japan where a nation short on resources, but long on people, required the participation of all its members in an orderly manner if survival were to result—hence, a strong collectivist tradition evolved. In the United States, the prevailing customs tend to maximize difference, confrontation, and compromise. This individualistic approach may be derived from the frontier days when one’s nearest neighbor was miles away and one had to be very driven, self- oriented, and individualistic to survive.   The aim of decision making in one is to avoid discord in pursuit of consensus, while in the other it is to promote competition among ideas in pursuit of objective truth.  Decisions in Japan tend to be based on “mood,” but in the United States, they are based on “arguments.”  
*


Amae 

The two major aspects of Japanese collectivism are amae  and wa.  Amae is defined as “indulgence or dependence on others”; it denotes the connectedness, the complex hierarchical, collective interrelationships that exist in Japan. It is the attitude that nothing of consequence occurs as a result of individual effort, that individuality is expressed only within the context of the group. Wa is the Japanese concept that stresses group harmony (loyalty), trust, sensitivity, and social cohesion. It translates as the search for the existence of mutual cooperation so a group’s members can devote their total energies to attaining group goals, submerging their individual (selfish) goals in favor of the group’s goals.  Amae is conforming to the wishes of others in order to win their approval.  In the United States, a mother tends to push independence on her child; in Japan, the mother, once the baby has left the womb, spends most of the rest of her life seeking to foster the dependence of the child. The dependent child may be compulsively driven by his mother’s expectations of him. “Education mama,” a compulsive mother,  often goes to the extreme of sitting in classes for her child when he or she is sick.  The individual and the group must know exactly how to behave under any set of circumstances. even before encountering them. Spontaneity is not found among conventional Japanese.  They are loath to reveal any feeling that might set them off from their fellows.  By subordinating the individual will to the common good, they ensure a collective organism that operates effectively for the good of all individuals. 


Japan is strongly paternalistic, implying a parent-child relationship between superior and subordinate.  This is expressed through policies ensuring lifetime employment, seniority-based promotion, and the provisions of housing, recreation, and shrines through the company. The Japanese believe the leader should be accessible and receptive and should listen carefully to subordinates’ ideas and suggestions.  The Japanese manager and workers have a sense of identity with their work groups, an ethic of cooperativeness, a high dependence on the larger entity, and a strong sensitivity to status.


Japanese companies do not function according to the personal abilities or talents of their employees.  They move according to human connections.  A successful top executive in one company would usually be worthless in another Japanese company. Pirating executives would be meaningless without bringing along all the people that work for them.  People rise and fall according to their relationships. They work or refuse to work for the sake of relationship. That is why it is so important to go out drinking and relaxing after work, to establish and solidify and maintain relationships.  If coworkers do not know you and like you, you cannot do anything; people act not on the basis of professional responsibility, but on the basis of how they feel.  They work hard with and cooperate fully with people they like; they do the minimum for people they do not like. 


The company trip (shain ryok) reveals the ideals of Japanese life. All the other events in the Japanese business year tend to be formal and to follow the same pattern: drink, eat, drink, play games, sing karoke.  The company trip, by contrast, serves to reinforce for the staff the idea that they form a family, perhaps more of a family than the one back home.  One reason that Japanese tour in groups is that they have done so at each stage of their lives. It begins with the school (shugaku ryoko—the study trip). Such excursions are enjoyed many times during the typical Japanese education.  The company operates as an extended family; it employs the entire person instead of just the labor and takes great interest in its employees’ well-being both inside and outside of work.  The company is a place for its employees to participate in social activities. Personal success and company success become interconnected. Motivation also arises from a perceived sense of collective social responsibility and obligations to groups inside and outside the company.  

WA


Wa (harmony, calmness, a reconciling of conflict) is a value derived from the first article of ancient Japan’s only constitution:  “Among a variety of virtues, take harmony and deem it the most valuable.” Concern above all else exists to maintain good personal relations (wa) first and then solve problems later.  The solution to the problem is often dependent on preserving a good relationship with the person responsible. The person responsible is not simply an individual,  but also a member and a representative of a group and a system; it is this group harmony that has priority over all others. The Japanese value system includes an absolute obsession to avoid bringing shame to themselves, to their families, to their company, to their immediate work group, or to Japan itself.  Nothing must ever be done that will cause disgrace and tarnish the reputation of oneself or of others. A culture of shame implies a society in which the esteem of others and the evaluation by one’s group  are the criteria for one’s behavior.  Duty comes first; putting one’s personal feelings above one’s duties is viewed with contempt.

Wa  is so predominant that business relationships and dealings tend to take place between friends: It is the ultimate who-you-know society.  The Japanese do not like to deal with strangers. The pursuit of harmony can create some illogical consequences: Agreement can be more important than what has been agreed to. Japanese leaders begin to lead only after they have found out where their followers want to go. The best solution is one that all can support even if a somewhat divisive one might have yielded better results. Sometimes a leader is chosen because he is mediocre and everyone can agree on him rather than because he has any inherent leadership abilities. 


Wa is so pervasive that it shapes business relationships.  Mitsubishi announced a $600 VCR that automatically edits out commercials when it tapes most movies broadcast on television (Japanese consumers use VCRs more to tape movies than to time-shift, which is the predominant usage for Americans). In the beginning, sales were brisk.  However, Tokyo Broadcasting System shortly thereafter began to mix its broadcast signals with electronic chaff that would confuse the machines, making it impossible for them to tell the difference between commercials and movies. As a result of the response from the network and the Advertiser’s Council, and with the purpose of maintaining industrial harmony, the machines were withdrawn, despite consumer wishes and sales volume potential.  Its relationships with its peers were more important than its customers’ desires.


Japanese motivation comes through group harmony and consensus; motivation also comes from reputation and company success.  Japanese recognition comes through identification with the group with individuals motivated by rewards shared among the group, such as bonuses, social services, and fringe benefits available to group members. The greatest threat is formal or informal exclusion from the group. The Japanese objective in performance reviews is to ensure that the employee is functioning in harmony within the group: Every member of the group is evaluated on how the group performs, on its contribution to other groups and to the company in general. Although Japanese companies up until recently rarely fired employees,  group pressure may force an individual to resign or ask for a transfer. 


Members of a group must cooperate with and trust each other. One must sometimes subordinate the truth  to maintain group harmony.  The group’s survival is keyed to long-term behavior, and hence, once accepted, it is for life. Without a group one is literally lost. The power of the group is immense, since as soon as he or she is rejected by a group, an individual loses his or her social identity. Promotion of group harmony means one’s individuality and originality must be subdued. The Japanese say “Deru kugi wa utareru “ (“The nail that sticks out will be pounded down”),  meaning that being different is frowned on and therefore to be avoided whenever possible. 



A Japanese manager’s occupation (accountant or salesman) is typically less important than his group membership (Toyota or Honda); it is the opposite in the United States. Within a Japanese organization, an individual’s rank is normally more important than his name, and an official might even introduce himself merely by his title.  A job in Japan is not merely a contractual arrangement for pay, but also a means of identification with a larger entity—giving the employees a satisfying sense of being part of something big and significant and bringing them a sense of security, pride, and loyalty to the firm.  The attitude of employees is that they regard themselves first and foremost as members of the clan rather than as individuals having certain skills only connected to the company by a contractual link and being narrowly constrained to a particular set of functions.  Japanese employees are not so constrained. They can and will do any task necessary for clan survival.  Japanese staff are, therefore, ready for any efforts to ensure company viability rather than meeting only personal and professional goals. These values of obedience, loyalty, commitment, and harmony derive from Confucian traditions. These values have greatly influenced the Japanese culture and its work environment. The outcome of these values is the internal unity and teamwork seen in Japanese firms.   


Corporate success and company goals are achieved through group effort and not through the exceptional activities of individuals.  Ideally there are no production heroes in a large company. There are, instead, persons whose work groups, teams, or departments have improved their productivity and gone beyond quotas. Sacrificing one’s personal life for the good of the company is expected. This  often results in giving up accrued vacation time or controlling one’s inclination to confront others for the sake of maintaining harmony.


Japanese managers are generally conservative and risk averse. Traditionally, Japanese managers have not been rewarded for successes as much they have been penalized for failures, the epitome of the bureaucratic approach to management. This is probably why Japan is a highly regulated society. Most of the regulations involves entry barriers or price controls.  The mining, construction, finance, utilities, transportation, communications, and agriculture industries are almost completely regulated. The reason—to secure “fair” competition, protecting of established firms through creation of oligopoly conditions. Japan’s government has a much more intrusive role.  Fierce competition between companies exists, but is expected to remain within the context of harmony and national interest. The creation of an industrial or national consensus is deemed far preferable to a situation in which firms engage in such brutal behavior as unabashed competition. Cooperation between government and industry is viewed as natural.  As long as cooperation does not lead to gross violations of accepted rules of conduct within the society, it is considered to be an important part of the function of government.  The government, therefore, is a sort of guardian or godfather for industry, with the companies and the public acting as the government’s godsons accepting this relationship as necessary for the national interest of Japan.


The Japanese quest for freedom for individuals is subordinate to the far greater emphasis on order and harmony that prevails throughout the society. Order and harmony take precedence in Japanese organizations: individual behavior not only within, but even outside the organization is specified in great detail. A high level of conformity to the specified pattern of behavior is expected in everything from punctuality to the exchanging of greetings to the seating and speaking order.  Even after work hours, employees are expected to conform to stands of public conduct consistent with their membership and position within the organization.  One is willing to totally submerge one’s private life to the totality of the company; one exists, not for one’s family or for one’s own purposes, but foremost for the good of the company and country.  


Konosuke Matsushita is widely regarded in Japan as the supreme master of the way of wa.  Matsushita codified his wa approach to management in seven objectives:


National service through industry


harmony


cooperation


struggle for betterment


courtesy and humility


adjustment and assimilation


gratitude

What the Ten Commandments are to many Westerners, these seven objectives are to the Japanese.
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