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ADVERTISING

Dentsu, Japan's largest advertising agency, says that Western advertising tends to be more verbally oriented, having direct and to-the-point messages, and logical, while Japanese advertising tends to be emotional and indirect.  Japanese consumers know so much about the products already that the key creative issue is how the message is said. Since ads are emotional and rely more heavily on innuendo than on direct communications, images are very important. In Japan, differentiation among products consists not of explaining with words the points of difference among competing products, but of bringing out nuances and overall differences in tone.  This is done by dramatizing those differences in the people appearing in the commercial, the way they talk, the music, and the scenery rather than emphasizing the unique features and dissimilarities of the product itself. Nonverbal advertising predominates; the key is the ability to communicate far beyond what is actually said or written in commercials.  The emotional appeals of soft music, beautiful scenery, and soft voices effectively influences Japanese consumers to choose products and brands due to a manufacturer's good works and favorable image.  Foreign products that have used Japanese imagery successfully include Coca-Cola, Apple computers, and Johnson & Johnson baby lotion. 



The information processing capabilities of the Japanese have led to an extensive historical usage in Japan of short  (10-15 second) television commercials. It is not that the Japanese necessarily process information faster and thus all the spots can be shorter.  Rather,  the  Japanese  have learned from birth to actively complete ideographs, to complete sentences, and to fill in missing  words in conversations. Thus, commercials can be left “incomplete,” that is, without the final  “successful application” shots that accompany virtually all American commercial messages.  The high-context, implicit Japanese are extraordinarily sensitive to how something is said or how a slogan or pitch is written.  If the language is not exactly “right,” the consumer will be rebuffed rather than attracted regardless of the product being sold. A manufacturer “who does not take the necessary care not to offend me” with his commercial, can not be relied on to be meticulous with its product. Style assumes a heavier weight than concept.


Japanese advertising strategy is built around the principles of reach and frequency.  Japanese firms supplement their direct, personal sales efforts with heavy local advertising; they try to bombard the consumer with so many messages that he or she is almost forced into trying the product.  The Japanese tend to imitate famous people and buy the products they endorse. Celebrities such as film stars and famous athletes are often shown promoting products in both television and print ads. Levis appealed to the retto-kan  (love of Western goods by young people) by using James Dean and John Wayne and marketing “authentic jeans”; Levis became an overnight status symbol. Teenage pop stars are common fixtures during television program breaks.  Western models are extensively used in print and television ads.  


The Japanese regard advertising as a form of entertainment. They value commercial messages that contain a lot of references to nature and sensory experiences. Nudity is quite commonplace in Japanese advertising and the general media (interestingly, the only exception is pubic hair which cannot be shown); bare-breasted women are routinely featured in newspapers and on television. The Japanese are cavalier about bodily functions due to the lack of privacy in their society. (This may sound contradictory; the famous Japanese communal baths are coeducational.  However, there is privacy which is observed and that which is imagined, and hence, exists in the mind even if it does not in reality. Privacy to a Japanese means something entirely different than privacy does to an American or any Westerner.) They often rely on earthy humor to sell products. One advertisement for a hemorrhoid preparation depicts a man sitting on a toilet whining about his pain.  Fuji Latex Company, a large condom manufacturer, built a tower at its factory shaped like its product. A television spot for Gon mothballs features an elderly grandfather who pretends he is dead so that he will not have to go shopping.

*

Emotional, not Rational

Japanese advertising  is designed to appeal to emotions, produce good feelings, and create a happy atmosphere. 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 television commercials. Japanese ads may be humorous or witty, and they appeal to the consumer’s intelligence; however, they do not convey much product information. The vast majority of television spots are “mood commercials”  designed to make the consumer feel good about the product.  Japanese ads seem to violate many of the American precepts for good advertising; sometimes it is hard to discern what the product is from viewing the ad. 


Advertising copy has a strong tendency to appeal to the dreams and romanticism of life rather than stressing the function and logic of products. In the West, concept takes precedence over execution; a good concept could overcome a poor execution. In Japan, the reverse can be true; a poor execution can kill a good concept, no matter how powerful the latter may be. The importance of form, as represented in the packaging of a gift, and the importance of how you give the message cannot be overemphasized.  How to say what you mean is often more important than what is said.   


Japanese advertising is emotional, suggestive, and indirect while Western adverting has a more verbal, direct message and is logical.   In Japan, the message should provide an emotional appeal about a product or service that is backed by a company with a good image. Toyota created two versions of an ad for one of its automobiles. “Engine” was a straightforward, to-the-point presentation of the mechanical excellence of the new car. “Bird” had the same message, but superimposed on it the scene of an open road and the symbol of a bird.  “Bird” was by far the more successful ad.  Mechanical qualities are often taken for granted by the Japanese, so the emotional aspects are more important. The mobility of having a car affords the average Japanese consumer psychological escape and freedom, well symbolized by the open road and the bird. 


The Japanese determine whether a product is good by whether it is likable and cute and what its status is.  Japanese advertising attempts to establish a mood or feeling related to the product rather than citing multiple reasons for its purchase. The Japanese have a greater capacity to interpret and respond quicker to visual stimuli.  A Coca- Cola sign in Kyoto simply reads: “I feel Coke.”

Image

Japanese companies in consumer products industries tend to spend heavily on advertising and promotion purely to build corporate image.  After years of trying, Kodak Japan is finally prospering.  The Kodak blimp even rivals the Fuji blimp for airspace over Japanese sporting events. Kodak fashioned its airship in the shape of a giant koi (Japanese carp), a revered Japanese symbol.  IBM has been in Japan seventy years and has become a company as Japanese as any foreign company could be—emphasizing group accomplishment and lifetime development and employment.  Most Japanese believe IBM is a Japanese company. As a result, IBM is regularly ranked by graduating university students as one of the top five companies to work for in Japan. Nissan sacrificed twenty-five years of advertising  and marketing investment spent in building up the Datsun name so the name Nissan could be used worldwide. Japanese advertising tries to make friends with its consumers and to indicate that the company is nice so all the consumers will want to buy the product and will then find out what is good about its product.


Consumers associate product quality, safety, and reliability with the image of the company that produces it.  Customer service is a given in Japan; ads do not herald it because it is so expected.  The company’s reputation and its potential for long-term stability are often more important than the product features or benefits. The Japanese company wants to establish trust, gain respect and suggest familiarity, but in a formal manner, in its ads. Consumers need to perceive the company as trustworthy and reliable in order to evaluate its brand favorably.  Company identification is far greater and, image far more important in Japan than in the United States. P&G has undertaken to sell P&G as well as its brands; P&G is promoted during the last few seconds of any P&G-brand television commercial. Japan is the only country in which P&G advertises the company as well as the product.  
 

*

Direct Versus Indirect Style



A self-assertive communication style—the direct style, the “hard” sell, the logical method of interpersonal communication—is often seen as arrogant, insensitive, egocentric, disruptive, disrespectful, discourteous, impolite,  and  potentially embarrassing to the company.  Indirect is nonconfrontational and better.  A true danger exists in being perceived as boastful or presumptuous in one’s ads;  it  is  better to offer a modest reward than an incredible promise.  Japanese viewers dislike garrulous and argumentative sales talk;  product information should be short and conveyed with song that sets a mood.  Japanese television commercials are typically directed toward affective rather than cognitive attitudes. Japanese advertisements are more likely to develop a story, describe the expression of people, and enhance poetically the mood of the product. Japanese consumers react more to beautiful background scenery, a star of the entertainment world, or the development of a story than to product recommendations. The product message comes at the end of the commercial, almost as an afterthought to the rest of the commercial. 


P&G found that its ads for Camay soap did not work in Japan because they featured men complimenting women on their appearance; the directness was not well received. In another Camay commercial, a Japanese husband was shown in the room while his wife was bathing, an invasion of privacy the Japanese consumers found distasteful.  When the commercial was revised so that the man was removed from the scene, but with a male voice narrating, the commercial was very successful. For years, DeBeers ran ads (which were immensely successful when shown in the West) that showed Western couples in evening dress, reflecting the standard mentality that equates diamonds with grandeur and the women smiling and kissing their husbands upon receiving diamonds as a present. These ads met with minimal success in the Japanese market because this is not the way such a scene in reality plays out in Japan; instead, a Japanese woman would shed a few tears and pretend she is angry at her husband for spending so much money. Subsequently redone, the ads showed a tired wage earner and his hard-working wife in their tiny apartment. Upon receiving the gift, she snaps at her extravagant spouse: “Oh, you stupid?” The ad was a remarkable success.

Comparative Advertising

Confucianism, which puts a premium on self-esteem, reciprocity, and harmony, considerably influences the advertising philosophy. Direct comparisons with the competition are almost never used in Japan; it is taboo for  any company to acknowledge the existence of its rivals, let alone attack or put down a rival. Comparison advertising works against industrial harmony. The Japanese Advertising Code says, “Let us avoid slandering, defaming, and attacking others.” Polite lies are more acceptable than the expression of contradictory opinions.   Although Japan’s Fair Trade Commission (FTC) during the late 1980s  eased restrictions on comparative advertising, most Japanese companies and media networks have been reluctant to air them.  In most Japanese television ads, laundry soap makers compare their brands to unidentified other products.  Pepsi’s ad with M.C. Hammer comparing Pepsi to Coke was an attempt to go against the cultural grain; it was not successful and was subsequently pulled by Pepsi. 

   
It is assumed in Japan that the Japanese product is superior. The marketing strategy of most foreign companies in Japan is to get away from the image of foreignness through localized advertising and to have their products seen as Japanese products. Ads for Coca-Cola and McDonald's successfully use this Japanese imagery. Gillette stressed the American image of its Sensor razor, pursuing a globalized ad campaign that simply translated the American ad into Japanese.  Schick, on the other hand, does not use foreigners in its ads and pitches emotion; Schick so far has the leading market share, although Gillette has been gaining. Thus, Schick has succeeded by stressing its Japaneseness and holds 62 percent of Japan's wet shaving razor and blade market.  

*

Japanese Language Influences on Advertising

 In the Japanese language, verbs appear at the ends of sentences, so the listener does not know where the speaker is headed until he gets there; thus, the speaker can change his verbs in response to the listener’s expression. Cautiousness signifies patience, dependability, and sincerity.  The Japanese tend to base their understanding of people on intuition and emotionality. The Japanese language contains a deeply embedded verbal status system. The user cannot communicate in the language without choosing from a wide variety of words and modes of expression that, in addition to carrying the information he wants to impart, also clearly and obviously define for all hearers the status relationship between the user and the person(s)  with whom he or she is communicating.  No equality exists in spoken Japanese.  The speaker is invariably above or below the listener.  No acceptable way exists to communicate in Japanese without making a choice from among the different kinds of expressions that will set up an unequal relationship, if one does not already exist. Each way of communicating denotes a different social relationship. Too much politeness sounds phony, while not enough is insulting.  It becomes essential that status be determined immediately upon meeting, so communications can follow.


The typical Japanese consumer is extraordinarily sensitive to how a salesman says something, how an advertising pitch is written; if the language is not exactly right, the consumer will be rebuffed rather than attracted regardless of the product or service being sold.  Due to the nature of the Japanese society and the Japanese language, both the seller and the consumer are exceptionally language conscious at all times. This applies to personal selling and to advertising. In commercials, customers are  addressed not in the second person, but in the third, Okyaku-san  (“Mr. Customer”).  Its usage points to the formal relationship between the advertiser and the customer. 


This hierarchy also extends through the channel. In Japan, P&G’s marketing task was to convince the Japanese mother (and her influential  mother-in-law) that she is not lazy or uncaring if she uses disposable diapers.  P&G entered the Japanese market for disposable diapers by giving away millions of samples to consumers. This not only provided consumers with a free taste of the product but also established amae relationships throughout the distribution channel.  Wholesalers and retailers had to return the favor, which they did by setting up special displays showcasing the P&G product in supermarkets, department stores, and family shops.

Media

The average Japanese consumer is an avid television watcher and newspaper reader. The fold-in advertisement for newspapers (orikomi) is widely used.  This allows even small stores to advertise to a limited area with a minimum outlay. The Japanese are also the world’s greatest users of mass transit and are exposed to many advertisements going to and from work. “Transit advertisements” are printed advertisements that are displayed in public transportation such as railway cars and buses; they are very common in Japan because of the high reliance on public transportation and the long commutes for the typical worker.  Major users of transit advertising include magazines and publishing companies, food companies, major retailers, cosmetic companies, and hotels and restaurants. 


The Japanese are more than ten years behind in cable television (Interestingly, the Japanese have had miniature satellite systems for years). The Japanese market finally opened up in 1995. Launched in December 1994 in Tokyo, Suginami Cable TV, a joint venture of U.S.-based Tele-communications Inc. and Japan’s Sumitomo Corp., offers thirty-six channels to 2,500 homes.  Before  its  inauguration,  viewers in Tokyo had only seven channels to choose from.  Japan’s Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications projects that as many as 60 percent of Japan’s television-viewing families (30 million homes) will be subscribers by 2010, matching 1995 American levels (only 5 percent of the Japanese currently subscribe). Previously, Japan’s cable industry was allowed operations only in tiny areas, barred consolidation, and limited foreign companies’ participation, all meant to protect Japan’s powerful broadcast networks. 


In Japan, over 200 new magazines are started annually, and more than half of these are either fashion-oriented or related to consumer life.  Japanese magazine advertising is more informative in nature. Because the themes of these publications provide psychographic information, it is possible for manufacturers and suppliers to utilize them strategically besides simply advertising in them.  Newsweek successfully launched a Japanese version in 1986; its 150,000 copies sold out immediately, and numbers continue to grow. The Japanese version presented to readers a comprehensive international news magazine that took stories mainly from the U.S. domestic edition and placed emphasis on international news; the main target was intelligent, business-oriented, white-collar workers, with business managers and college students secondary. Japan has over 100 weekly magazines. Six major weeklies compete heavily (Shukan Asahi, Nikkei Business, Shukan Diamon, Shukan Toyo Keizai, Sunday Mainichi, and Asahi Journal)  with a combined circulation of over one million. 



*

 JAPANESE ADVERTISING AGENCIES


Japanese advertising companies began as space brokers, that financed various media (initially newspapers and later radio and television) by purchasing advertising space in advance and then selling it to interested companies. Advertising companies often specialize by medium. Most Japanese companies purchasing ads believe that it would be impossible to leave the design and planning of a complete marketing campaign to an advertising company. Thus, most rely on advertising agencies primarily to secure the necessary time and necessary talent to produce advertisements. The overall coordination of in-channel and mass media promotion and the design of in-channel marketing are typically kept within the company itself. Thus, the full service function that the typical advertising agency performs in the United States is superfluous in Japan.


The top ten Japanese ad agencies are  Dentsu, Hakuhodo, Tokyu Agency, Daiko Advertising, Asatsu, Yomiko Advertising, I&S, Dai-Ichi Kikaku, McCann-Erickson Hakuhodo, and Asahi Advertising. Dentsu is twice the size of Hakuhodo, and the others tend to be 10 to 20 percent of the size of Dentsu in terms of billings.  Japanese agencies have substantial media ownership interests.  Dentsu at one time owned 3 percent of the stock of Tokyo Broadcasting System, the largest privately owned telecaster in Japan; it also owned fractions of Yomiuri Group’s television operations; Mainichi Shimbun, a major newspaper; and many other newspapers. Dentsu handles twenty-four major golf tournaments, while Hakuhodo controls eighteen others for the Japan Professional Golf Association.  The Japanese agencies secure the courses, find sponsors and book the television time. In Japan, ad agencies  serve numerous clients who are in direct competition with. Self-regulation in Japan is done by the Japan Advertising Review Board (JARO).


Dentsu is the largest independent advertising agency in the world, handling nearly one-fourth of Japan’s annual billings. Dentsu was founded in 1901, and its name literally translates as “telegraphic communications.” Its stock is not publicly traded; the two largest shareholders are two Japanese news services, Kyodo News and Jiji Press.  It has an interlocking set of connections throughout the Japanese economy. The agency recruits many of its employees from the families of Diet (Japanese Congress) members.


Dentsu is more than an ad agency; it is a marketing guru, go-between, image maker, and impresario of choice for Japanese companies. It calls itself a “total communication service” provider. Dentsu controls 45  percent of the advertising slots for prime-time network television.  Dentsu is also favored by the media; when time and space are scarce, Dentsu can always get whatever its clients need and especially the most desirable time and space. This reputation has maintained clients. Many corporate advertising managers reasoned (like MIS managers in the 1960s with IBM)  that if Dentsu conducted a campaign for them and it did not succeed, they would not be blamed, for if Dentsu could not do it, nobody could. If they had hired another agency and failed, company superiors would have asked why they had not hired Dentsu.  However, Dentsu has had a difficult time penetrating overseas markets. Its relationships with domestic clients are naturally tight, which does well in the Japanese market, but such relationships are difficult to achieve overseas; its major overseas success stories have been principally Japanese transplants, not foreign clients. Overseas billings amount to less than 10 percent of its total; even then, Japanese manufacturers tend to use local, U.S.-based or European-based agencies.  

