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DEMOGRAPHICS


The myth of the homogeneity of the Japanese people is reasonably accurate. The Japanese are more homogeneous than Americans, although some regional differences do exist.  These regional differences are, however, much less pronounced than in the United States. They are largely a middle-class market, and the differentials between the lowest and the highest income classes are far smaller than those found in the United States. Geographically, Japan is a very small area, which makes it much easier for companies to remain in close touch with markets. This should facilitate transportation, communication, and distribution.


In the 1990s, Japanese women comprise more than 40 percent of the total labor force.  More than 70 percent of women between the ages of twenty and twenty-four work outside of the home, as do 54.3 percent between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine, and 50.2 percent between the ages of thirty and thirty-four. The group that is joining the labor force in ever-increasing numbers is women between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-nine; 60 percent of women in that age group work outside of the home. According to a report by the Economic Planning Agency, 68 percent of the women in this age group are expected to be in the work force by the year 2000. The wives, working wives included, typically take the major responsibility for running the household, raising the children, and managing the household savings for the purchase of a home and for the children’s education.  They make most of  the  shopping decisions,  except  for  the  most expensive items.  Older housewives typically have more leisure time, which they use for studies, hobbies, sports, and other cultural pursuits.


The Japanese consumer through improved diet has shown  increased average heights since the war, to the point that the Japanese youth of today will be a mere few inches short of their American counterparts.  Japanese babies born today will have little if any size differential with their counterparts in the West. Nonetheless, sizes of apparel and shoes differ from those in Europe, the United States, and some other parts of the world. Women tend to have smaller bustlines and flatter derrieres, while men are thinner through the chest and have narrower hips.  Feet are shorter and wider, requiring a different assortment of sizes to meet consumer requirements.


Increasing wealth has led to other gains in lifestyle as well.  While many families in Japan were becoming homeowners for the first time and ordinary Japanese families could afford to live in a home where their children slept in separate rooms, the skyrocketing housing costs of the eighties (with the median price for many small homes an hour or more commute away from Tokyo reaching $500,000) have made the idea of owning their own home an unaffordable dream for many. Modern home appliances are something that they can now take for granted (although central air conditioning and central heating are for the most part alien concepts to the Japanese). Consumers have also started to put a greater emphasis on usage opportunities. When goods were scarce, the very fact of ownership itself had value. Yet today goods are available in abundance, and it is storage space (i.e., land and living space) that is in scarce supply.  The truism that is implied is that the Japanese sacrifice time for space, while Americans sacrifice space for time.


Traditionally, the Japanese have emphasized aesthetic values and have a non-material orientation. Social position and prestige depended less on material wealth  than on non-material factors. Frugality was emphasized as a great virtue and consumption viewed contemptuously.  However, today the desire for consumption is no longer seen as an evil to be repressed. The legitimacy of aspirations to obtain material reward and to make one’s life more comfortable and pleasant is widely recognized throughout Japan. Due to the rise of the shinjinrui, the younger generation, the traditional values have begun to give way to materialism, consumption, and a search for private joy and immediate gratification of desires.


Japanese demographic trends are in general discouraging:  Birthrates are down 20 percent from one decade ago and 38 percent below levels of 15 years ago. The average birthrate is 1.5 children per family compared to  four per family in 1945.  Fewer kids  are  surrounded by more wealthy adults and more is spent on each kid. Other general trends include:  the greater participation of women in the industrial labor force; the increasingly important role of the younger generation within Japan; the urbanization of farm life; and the increased popularity of greater individualism, public morality, and individual responsibility.  Some salient characteristics of Japanese consumers are described below.

QUALITY


An overwhelmingly predominant characteristic of the Japanese market is that consumers are not satisfied with the rational and functional, but demand a higher level of quality and operation.  This is deeply rooted in the Japanese culture.  Over many years, Japanese enterprises have keenly competed with one another to carefully meet the demands of the market.  This is how successful companies have managed to survive in the Japanese market. Japanese consumers are very choosy and demanding in their purchases. They have a penchant for quality and reliability, which encouraged manufacturers to embrace the zero-defects manufacturing philosophy.


Japanese consumers have a reputation for being very demanding about obtaining quality at reasonable cost. They place emphasis on product appearance and packaging as well as on superior function. Japanese consumers have different tastes; have more stringent definitions of quality, and expect more in the way of service. Standards for product performance are also strict. Most Japanese are willing to pay a fair price for high quality and fashion, but also seek to buy inexpensive products.  Thus, famous international brand merchandise sells well in Japan (e.g., rolex watches).

BRAND LOYALTY



Japanese consumers are loyal to stores and view the store reputation as a guarantee of product performance.  Many of the products are bought because they appear in the “right” store, and, therefore, the American approach of dominating the media is not as effective in Japan.  A gift’s value goes beyond the physical product and includes the store it was purchased in; the same gift that is considered good if purchased in a prestigious store will cause loss of face if purchased in a discount  house: If one did not think sufficiently well of me to buy it at a prestigious store, one does  not think very highly of me. 


Japanese consumers have grown increasingly fashion conscious.  Fads tend to sweep the market quickly due to the nationwide coverage of the mass media and the high population concentration in urban areas.  According to the value and lifestyle survey (VALS), only about one-third of the American population can be characterized as “conformist” and “preservers of tradition;” the corresponding figure in Japan seems to lie around 80 percent.  The “need driven” grouping in the VALS scheme (accounting for 11 per cent of the U.S. population) has no direct counterpart among the Japanese, reflecting the greater number of minorities and poor in America. Table 1 provides the Japanese VALS segmentation. Table 2 provides the Japanese psychographic segmentation. 



Table 1     

Japanese  VALS  Segments
Segment         Percentage         Characteristic                       Marketing Concern
Survivors      
  4          
Struggling for survival       

Focus on basics

Sustainers   
  7          
Concerned with security    

Price and  warranty

Belongers   
 39      

Status quo,Risk adverse, 





                      
    


group focused                       
 Brand conscious

Emulators     
   8        
Upwardly mobile


Conspicuous 





             



 consumption
      

Achievers   
  21   

Materialistic
 


Luxury  and 





  



       
gift items

Inner Directed 
    9    
Individualistic


Impulsive,    trendy

Societally- 
  12

Simple natural living   
 
Socially 


conscious 
                    Environmentally conscious      
       responsible


Table 2 
Japanese  Psychographic  Segments

   Group
   Percentage
Description

            Conformist:


Rural Traditional          10

Family commitments, older


Silent Majority                35

Working class,undereducated, 





                         

  middle aged


Urban Middle Class     25

White-collar, college-educated






                                     salaryman

           Non-Conformist:


Stylistic                              15

 Single women, office workers


Individualistic               10

 Non-group, non-socializers


Independent                        5

 Urban, educated, trendsetters

The Japanese elderly are the first generation to have a life expectancy as high as eighty years; as the first Japanese in history to be in their position, they are trying to reestablish their identities as self-reliant members of society.  The urban elderly are more affluent, are better educated, and feel like they have accomplished much in the rebuilding and modernizing of Japan. They tend not to be bound by tradition as the rural elderly are.  The urban elderly wish to play an active supporting role and retain some social influence. They seek greater individual fulfillment and are very active in the consumption of services, especially travel. 


Teenagers and young adults tend to be more influenced by fads than other age groups.  The Japanese, as noted in many articles and books, tend to identify and associate with groups defined by their family, school, clubs, or workplace.  Members of these groups often seek to dress similarly or own the same accessories.

Form  and Function


It seems that the Japanese consumer views products much more as valuable in and  of themselves, not in the instrumental (utilitarian) manner of a Westerner. For a Japanese consumer, the beauty of a stereo set lies not only in the functional aspects, but also in the appearance, the size, and so on. Whether product features are ultimately functional or not is much less important than to the Westerner; products have an intrinsic  value  and  can  thus  be enjoyed in their own  rights. The Japanese shopper can be found in the store examining products for a longer time than his or her Western counterparts, and shopping becomes a kind of leisure.


Consumers also tend to place emphasis on the appearance of products and on packaging. The Japanese won’t buy something if it has a small scratch on the package—Americans will, if there’s no problem with its function and particularly if they can get a discount on the item.  Food products must look fresh as well as be fresh.  One American food company was forced to develop new packaging for Japan in order to guarantee product freshness. This new packaging was such an improvement, however, that the company subsequently introduced it in other markets. Many complaints about merchandise center around scratches and other exterior damage to daily necessities and household goods. This has prompted retailers to take extra care in handling merchandise to prevent any damage.


Four groups that represent distinctly different experiences and value orientations in regard to family and work include the obedient dreamers (teenage girls still living at home, but preparing to go to college), the trend seekers  (young, single, working women twenty-three to twenty-five who live at home and have high  disposable incomes; they tend to be adventurous and wealthy consumers), the information absorbers (their male peers who have joined the work force; they have an extraordinary interest in information and related technology), and the adaptive realists (hard-core salaryman, the polar opposites to the trend seekers; these are mainstream company employees who graduated from college, married, and typically have a full-time housewife and children).
VALUE   CONSCIOUSNESS


“Value added” is the name of the game in the Japanese consumer market and gifts are no exception.  Valued added is important not just in the product itself, but also in the service that accompanies it. In durables, consumers seek enrichment of daily life through value-added variety; in food, the quest for variety continues with the use of the microwave oven and with the spicy taste boom.  Consumers are also prepared to pay extra for convenience. For the newly rich, a plethora of investment products, from gold coins to real estate, exists. Men are at last emerging as a segment worth pursuing in order to sell fashion and personal care products. The proliferation of small, successful culture and recreation businesses augurs well for the restructuring of Japan.   There is 

also the profound influence of working women;  well over half of the married Japanese women work in some capacity.  Even if most of the jobs are part-time, the new value these workers place on convenience and out-of-home activities, together with the ability to absorb new things discussed earlier, will continue to spur consumer spending. Japanese consumers spend more time shopping than do American consumers in part because staying at home in cramped houses or apartments is less attractive and in part because shopping is a type of leisure activity. They tend to take considerable time selecting stores and products.  As a result, they show considerable store loyalty. 


The Japanese are in general interested in new and more sophisticated features for such products as refrigerators, sound equipment, television sets, autos, and cameras. This stimulated Japanese companies to incorporate many features that competing foreign products did not have. Then, because of space restrictions and costs, Japanese consumers encouraged manufacturers to adopt a compact design and resource efficiency philosophy, which proved to be popular in many global markets. Nonetheless, the level of consumer awareness of “quality of life” is considerably different  from that seen in the West and often does not enter into the purchase decision. Due to their frenetic lifestyles, the Japanese are avid users of vending machines, which dispense virtually all of life’s necessities, plus many luxuries people in other countries would not consider obtaining from a machine: jewelry, fresh flowers, frozen beef, business cards, and underwear.

*

CHRONIC  GIFT  GIVING
  


The shigarami, or social obligation, is an intimate part of every Japanese life and is largely defined by consumer lifestyles and customs.  This concept manifests itself in the customs of summer gift giving (ochugen) and winter gift giving (oseibo) and in settai (client service).  Gift giving is present in every culture, but rarely does it go to the extreme shown in Japan. Sick persons who receive gifts while in the hospital must present gifts to those who remembered them. Motives for the immense quantity, emphasis on quality, and reciprocity in gift-giving include face and obligation factors. This is seen in the maintenance of proper relationships between people, especially between inferiors and superiors. Gifts are given in a very formal and elaborate way by inferiors to superiors to express thanks for favors received,  to pave the way for  favors  desired,  and  to build up a fund of obligations for the future.  Likewise, superiors give gifts to inferiors as a means of keeping their loyalty and cooperation. 

 
Japan’s major gift-giving times are ochugen  (from the end of June to July 15) and oseibo  (from the end of November to the end of December).  Companies give gifts to their customers to express appreciation for past business and to attract future business. Companies also reward their employees at those times with large bonuses. Gift giving is common any time of the year in Japan, but especially so during the major giving times, twice a year.  Not only businessmen but also ordinary Japanese give gifts during these two periods—to friends, teachers, relatives, and any others to whom they feel indebted in some way or another.  


Gifts are viewed as an important aspect of one’s duty to others in one’s social group.  Each Japanese has a well-defined set of relatives and friends with which he or she shares reciprocal gift-giving obligations (kosai). Most durable goods such as electronic appliances are purchased in December or June, one of the two gift-giving seasons when companies give bonuses  and gifts are exchanged. The giver bestows a gift on the recipient, who, in turn, has a deep sense of obligation and  a burden of guilt from having accepted the gift.  The receiver reacts by buying something better than the original gift to repay the favor with interest. Giving a gift thus creates an obligation between parties: A reciprocal gift is required if you are given a gift.  This can quickly spiral out of control as the reciprocal gift must be more expensive than the gift received.


The wrapping of the gift and the manner of presenting it are just as important as the gift itself (in fact, in many cases it is as important or more so than the economic value, the economic value being secondary to its symbolic meaning). The gift might be soap, but it has a different value to the receiver depending on whether it comes from a prestigious department store or the local supermarket. In the latter case, the receiver is thinking: “If you are not prepared to go to a decent store to get my gift, then you can’t think much of me.” In Japan, the gift must retain the original department store wrapping paper to be of any value. If you do not go through the effort of selecting the product from a respectable store, you are considered lackadaisical about your intentions. Nestle was in tune with the need in Japan for a premium brand of instant coffee for gift giving purposes; as a result, it holds two-thirds of the Japanese market.


Gifts are beautifully wrapped, but without the ornate bows and other decorations typically used in the West. The color of the wrapping should  be  consistent  with the occasion:  red, gold, and white for happy events; black and purple or black and white for other occasions.  Bold colors should be avoided; rice paper is preferred. Bold logotypes printed on the gifts should be avoided.  Certain brands  of products are most acceptable and appropriate for business gift giving. The Japanese do not open a gift in front of the giver (so it will not be necessary to hide one’s possible disappointment with the present). Favorite gifts include imported liquor, consumables of high quality, and any designer-made products. Anything that cuts (scissors, letter openers) and handkerchiefs should not be given as gifts, as these items in Japan symbolize the severing of relationships. 


This tradition of giving gifts warrants that certain conventions be observed. You do not give old items of little value.  Rather, you attempt to match the recipient's status, and the dues given are what he deserves. Over- and under-giving can cause embarrassment and be counterproductive. In gift giving, as in everything else in Japan, attention to rank is essential. Gifts must be graded according to rank. If the president  receives a gift equal to that given to the vice-president, the former will feel insulted and the latter embarrassed. It is also helpful to keep a record of all gifts given because a gift should never be repeated. The gift could be a small thanks for the opportunity to meet the person or to utilize the service, and it could also act as a reminder; gifts are considered a lubricant in human relations. Gifts must be ornate, but not so high in value as to make the receiver feel obligated (although usually the response will be a gift in return). If so obligated, the recipient either returns the gift by mail or delivers to the giver a present of equivalent value immediately; this is considered to cancel out of the original gift and release one from any future obligations. Gifts presented after returning from an extended trip are called omiyage, especially when visiting acquaintances in a distant place.


Gift giving can become arduous.  On Valentine’s Day, most of the chocolate is purchased by women, especially office ladies (OLs), and given to men, particularly unmarried, rising salaryman.  Knowing that gifts received must be repaid in Japan, Japanese candymakers launched a second holiday a few days after Valentine’s Day called White Day. This is the day men could (and by obligation had to) buy white chocolate  (giri choco, “duty chocolate”) and give it to all those from whom they had received chocolate on that previous Valentine’s Day.  Young, single, and popular male managers may receive Valentine’s Day chocolates from a dozen or more office ladies, all of whom must be given reciprocal chocolate on White Day that exceeds the value of the chocolate given on Valentine’s Day. The Japanese national holidays are shown in Table 3. 

Table 3

Japanese National Holidays

At New Year’s (Shogatsu, January 1–5), most people get up to five days 


off, not counted against national leave.   

Adult’s Day (Seijin no Hi) is on January 15.  

National Foundation Day (Kenkoku no Hi) is on February 11.  

March 21 or 22—Shunbun no Hi,  the vernal equinox.

Golden Week starts on April 29 and includes 


Midorinohi— Green Day (the former emperor Hirohito’s birthday)  


May 3—Constitution Day. 


May 4—National holiday 


May 5—Kodomo no Hi — begins Children’s Week. 

The whole week (April 29 through May 5) is accepted as a vacation or holiday.

September 15—Respect for the Aged Day—Keiro no Hi.
September 23 or 24—Shubun no Hi,  the autumn equinox.

October 10—Physical Education Day—Taiiki no Hi.
November 3—Culture Day—Bunka no Hi.
November 23—Labor Thanksgiving Day—Kinro  Kansha no Hi.

December 23—Tenno Tanjobi—the (current) emperor’s birthday


When Japanese managers are invited to weddings, they incur obligations that are reflected in the gifts they must give:  cash, not any other type of gift. The cash must consist of unused bank notes, in denominations of up to 20,000 yen;  the higher the manager’s rank is, the more he must contribute, the exact sum expected being understood ahead of time. The gift must be placed in a special envelope. Large contributions cannot be put into envelopes designed for small contributions or vice versa.  The cord around the envelope must be red and white or gold and silver; no other combination is acceptable. The gift must be presented to the couple on the actual day of the reception, not before or after.  In return, the couple is obligated to give a gift, an article, not money, that must be roughly half the value of the cash received, given on the actual day of the reception, not before nor after.  Any violations are viewed as serious gestures of ill will. The consequence  of  not  fulfilling  these  social  rules  is  the  loss  of trust and support not only of the party directly affected, but of any observers as well; thus, every favor, no matter how small or insignificant, is remembered by both the giver and the receiver, and they both calculate the appropriate reciprocation. 

 
The would-be renter pays a real estate agent’s fee of 50 to 100 percent of one month’s rent, makes  a deposit of several months’ rent, and then gives a gift of one to several months’ rent to the landlord (rights money or key money) at the same time to thank him for providing the opportunity to live in his apartment. There are many holidays and occasions on which gifts are given.  Department stores and gift manufacturers are always on the lookout for new chances to promote gift giving.  For important occasions in Japan, no expense is spared when giving gifts.  
