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Introduction


If any single word can be used to describe the culture of the Japanese, it is rice.  The Japanese symbol for rice is the same as the character for food.  That one single grain is the centerpiece of the Japanese culture. Rice has dominated Japanese history and civilization. The Japanese climate is warm and humid and its geography characterized by steep mountain ridges enclosing narrow plains.  Such terrain is suited not to herding but to paddy-based rice cultivation. Flooded-field cultivation exploits the nutrients carried by waters, so fields can be cultivated year after year, and, though harvest yields are high, it is a labor-intensive process.  The field must be leveled so it can be flooded, slopes must be terraced, and channels must be built and maintained. Because of the climate and the well-watered plains, the Japanese were able to develop a wet-rice-growing culture, the continuation and success of which required that they be passive, conservative, and fatalistic, as well as energetic, courageous, self-reliant, tenacious, patient, cooperative, humble, and law-abiding. One could not survive independently of the group.  Everyone had to work together.  Communal living and work were constantly required and instilled in the Japanese a spirit of cooperation.  The Japanese accepted that it was their lot in life to work together diligently. 


The traditional Japanese citizen is submissive to authority, fears and avoids responsibility, looks upon consumption above and beyond basic needs as a social evil, is inordinately proud and provincial about things Japanese, and views the world at large emotionally and subjectively by valuing beauty and harmony above function and ethics. The  older  traits  that  remain  more or less intact include extraordinary diligence, ambition, perseverance, and a capacity to endure hardships without becoming cynical and mean. These still exist within the society and culture itself, but many Japanese do not personally follow them. The last value is being (if not has been) squashed by the demands of the free enterprise system.  


The conceptual basis for the Japanese  marketing strategy can be traced back to its origin with the samurai.  The Japanese adeptness  at market flexibility is cultural in origin; Buddhist thinking emphasizes that nothing is permanent, that life is ever-changing. Samurai warriors in Japan learned several martial arts to prepare for any adversity presented to him, always choosing the best means to attack or defend.  The way of the samurai is characterized by total dedication to the objective of victory, with every waking moment dedicated to training, conditioning, and concentration. Self-control, thought of as highly desirable in Japan, demands that a man of virtue not show a negative emotion in his face when shocked or upset by sudden bad news; if successful, he is lauded as tiazen jijaku to shite (perfectly calm and collected) or mayu hitotsu ugokasazu ni (without moving an eyebrow). The idea of an expressionless face in situations of great anxiety was strongly emphasized in the bushido (way of the warrior), which was the guideline for samurai and the ideal of many others. 

The Japanese have four concepts that are rooted in the sociocultural  characteristics of this group-oriented, collectivist society. The concepts of pseudo harmonism, eclecticism,  exceptionism, and non-functionality help the Japanese to adjust the American marketing principles to their own  culture. The concept of pseudo harmonism stresses the  importance of maintaining harmony while at the same time acknowledging the existence of an underlying current of discord and disagreement. The need for human harmony within decisions is also emphasized by  the concept of eclecticism, but it underscores the always implied trade-off of economic costs. Exceptionism stresses the exceptions to policies and  procedures that have been established, which permits the ability to change and to remain flexible and adaptable within the markets. Economic non-functionality stresses that Japanese marketing activities consider human factors rather than merely economic efficiency and business profits even though they acknowledge the importance of the economic factors in the long run. These continuing adjustments to American marketing principles have resulted in a Japanese marketing approach that incorporates the marketing concepts, ideas, and practices that apply to the market they are considering, or are already  a part of.

*

CULTURAL  TRAITS



The Japanese are not a touching society.  They handle any unease about being packed into public places by their averting eyes, avoiding eye contact, and drawing within themselves. In Japan, it is considered impolite to show your teeth in public or to sneeze or blow your nose at a business or social gathering. The open mouth is considered very rude. A firm grip suggests aggression; direct eye contact is considered intimidating.  Anger is restrained; one does not  shout, raise his or her voice in anger,  or do exhibit any excessive demonstrative behavior. Balance in life is a basic Japanese principle; a square solid posture when seated or walking is practiced.  Slouching, leaning back, or putting one’s feet on a table or stool can be interpreted as showing an “I don’t care” attitude. Crossing the legs at the knees or ankles is the preferred form. The feet are the lowest part of the body and are considered dirty.  A customer’s belongings should not be moved with the feet and should not be put on the ground, because the ground is where you walk around in shoes and when you go home, you take your shoes off because you do not want to mix the outside ground with the inside ground.  Japanese guests often receive a separate chair to put their things on.  


In Japan, style and grace and courteousness are revered. The Japanese culture encourages politeness, good manners, and courteous interchange. Many Japanese say sumimasen (“Excuse me”) when beginning conversations because they do not like surprises and prefacing a comment with “Excuse me” helps to maintain group harmony.  Apologizing to or thanking the audience is commonplace. This extends to business presentations and written correspondence (thanking the reader for previous efforts). This concern for others is often taken to what in the West would be considered fanatical ends: the Japanese often wear white gauze masks when they think they have a cold and do not wish to pass the cold along to others. Hito no kokoro no ura o yome  (“read between the lines of another's mind”) means one should be sensitive and caring enough to understand others’ unspoken desires.


Written communications must adhere to strict guidelines of modesty, politeness, indirectness, and relationships. The language is indirect and vague; ambiguous terminology is preferred. Sentences frequently are left unfinished so that the other person may conclude them in his or her own mind.  Delicate nuances of states of mind and relationships are at risk.  Degrees of courtesy and respect must be adhered to. Being a high-context society, the Japanese tend to use many non-verbal signals. They tend to communicate with little eye contact, few facial expressions,  and almost no hand gestures. Especially in negative situations, an expressionless face is considered highly desirable. A smile, however, is often used to mask embarrassment or discomfort in certain situations. Smiling covers a gamut of emotions: happiness, anger, confusion, apologies, or sadness. Listening is not only polite, but also a valued business trait. For the Japanese, a common way to show concentration and attentiveness is to close the eyes in contemplation and nod the head slightly, up and down.  Silence is acceptable and customary.


The Japanese attach great importance to the emotional realities of the particular human circumstances.  They tend to avoid absolutes, rely on subtlety and intuition, and consider sensitivity to human feelings all important.  They notice small signs of insult or disfavor and take them deeply to heart. Style, the way things are done, is just as important as substance, what is being done. Japan is a nation where there is one and only one “right way” to do all things.  Form comes first and function  second.  Much of Japanese teaching is concerned almost exclusively with form. 


The process is more important than the end result.  The classic example is the ritualistic tea ceremony. Sado, “the way of tea,” is so complex that students study and improve themselves over a lifetime to learn how to properly serve tea. The participant receives the tea bowl in the proper manner, turns it appropriately in the hands, drinks the tea slowly and deliberately, and turns the bowl back to its original position in an acceptable manner.  Then, after a period of careful observation, an appreciation of the fine craftsmanship of the tea bowl follows. Other examples are flower arranging (kado, “the way of flowers”) and calligraphy (shodo, “the way of calligraphy”).  The suffix do indicates it is more than a path; it is an absolute truth.  Just as important as the business deal is the socialization process required by Japanese managers and businessmen to get to know prospective business clients better, to determine whether or not these people can be trusted in a business relationship. This is most important to the Japanese, since they consider it impolite to distrust anyone and believe that the other party will most naturally live up to the trust placed in him. The Japanese believe that human nature is essentially good and trust that the other person’s calculation is correct. 


The Japanese use tatemae  (face or facade, public or social self) to reference the masking of one’s own thoughts or intentions, to the self they feel comfortable showing to others. Honne means “honest voice, real intentions, private or basic self.”  These two contrasting principles are used to cloak the truth or reality of any situation that might be inconvenient  or  embarrassing  to  acknowledge  publicly.   In  Japan,   one does not see what should not be seen. . .  the other sex naked in old communal baths, the convention of the invisible stage attendant shifting scenery in the midst of the dramatic action. Failure to observe tatemae  or honne  to the Japanese is insensitive, selfish, and in bad taste. An example of this is drunkenness, which is an accepted way to relieve personal and professional tension.  The excuse “I was drunk at the time” is universally accepted for all sorts of breaches of conduct (tatemae) and anything you say (honne) cannot be held against you.  Little social stigma  is attached to being intoxicated.  


The average size of a tatami mat is 90 centimeters by 180 centimeters (approximately three feet by five feet or fifteen square feet in area).  Rooms are measured by the number of mats that can fit in it:  A 3-mat room is the smallest room in a typical Japanese house, with 4.5- or 6-mat rooms being common in most apartments.  Small as this may sound, it offers flexibility.  At night, the room becomes a bedroom as bedding is taken out from the closet.  During the day, the bedding is stored away, and a small folding table may be brought out to make the room a living or dining room. 


Toasting is quite common. One raises the glass and says, “kan-pai”  (“drain the cup,” the Japanese version of “bottoms up”). When drinking (e.g., beer or sake) with someone, two important rules must be followed: 1) do not begin drinking until everyone has a full glass front of them and a toast has been said, and 2) always offer to fill another person’s glass, but do not attempt to fill your own. One removes his or her shoes before entering public restaurants or private homes with the toes pointing toward the exit. The rice bowl is always received or removed with both hands. Rice is eaten not all at once, but between other foods. Tea is often served in the same rice dish.  Chopsticks are to be picked up with one’s  right hand and laid one inch apart parallel to the place setting when not in use. It is polite to wait until older persons begin their meals before juniors begin eating. A sake cup is turned upside down to indicate politely that you have had enough.  

BOWING



If any one physical act characterizes the Japanese, it is the bow. For the Japanese, a bow signals respect and humility, qualities coveted.  In Japanese society, especially in business, it is extremely important to know the rank of the people with whom you come in contact. The higher the rank of the person  you are greeting, the lower your bow.  The first  ritual  is  the  exchange  of  business cards to establish the rank and the relative positions of the individuals, and then they bow.  The person of lower rank bows first. 


The meishi (business card) represents one’s personal identity, rank, and name.  Immediately upon introduction, cards are exchanged. The lower-ranking persons present their cards first. One presents and receives the card with both hands, bowing slightly while doing so. One then takes several seconds to study the name, title, company name, and address on the card; this shows respect for the other’s company.   The company name and the bearer’s last name is stated on the card.   


The lower the bow is and the longer one holds the position, the stronger the indication of respect, gratitude, sincerity, obeisance, and humility is. The depth, duration, and repetition of the bow reflect the communicator’s social status. Physical distance between those involved is maintained and contact avoided. Bowing initiates interaction between two Japanese, it enhances and embellishes many parts of the ensuing conversation, and it is used to signal the end of a conversation.  It is so pervasive that many Japanese bow repeatedly to invisible members at the other end of a telephone line.  The  person of lower status is expected to initiate the bow, and the person of higher status determines when the bow is completed.  People of equivalent rank are expected to bow at the same depth while starting and finishing at the same time.   Synchronization is an important feature.   


Three types of bows exist. The informal bow is used for casual occasions or when people of equal rank are dealing with one another.  The body bends at a 15 degree angle, while keeping one’s hands at one’s side.  The formal bow is a 30 degree angle; hands are held together, palms down, touching one’s knees.  Bows are usually repeated several times.  The third type of bow (saikeirei) is the traditional form  of bowing as commonly used by the elderly who wish to preserve their heritage.  The deeper the bow is, the more courteous it is. Japanese managers are typically addressed by last name or by title; first names are used only by family members or close friends.

RINGI

The Japanese use a group-oriented consensus process of decision making  (ringi) within their organizations.  In this process, the original draft of the ringisho  (decision proposal) starts at the lowest level of management, which then circulates it for inspection and approval to various horizontal and higher units that will be affected by and required to cooperate in the implementation of the proposed decision. If the proposal is approved by all affected units, the ringisho is returned to the original drafter for implementation. Most originate at the section level of management. As the proposal goes through departments, comments and reviews are attached. The circulating document is used as an instrument to show the record of approval and to transmit the decision to related departments. It also acts as a corporate record and serves to protect the continuity of corporate policies. The circulation of the ringi-sho —with a very strict hierarchical order from the original drafter to assistant section chiefs to deputy department heads, and so on—is the daily confirmation of the strict pecking order of the system.  This decision-making process contributes to the diffusion of responsibility throughout the organization.  Once the plan becomes official, no individual can object without risking ostracism from the organization. This also blurs sense of responsibility. The result is that it becomes impossible to put the blame on anyone because it is not possible to determine who is really responsible.


The ringi seido  process (consensus making among different levels) is a bottoms-up approach where the initiative is taken by the person who is going to be directly affected by the decision.  Decision proposals move up from the initiating individual to the section head to the department head and then to top management. The more important the decision is, the higher up it must go in the hierarchy. The proposals are finally approved by management after obtaining the consent of all departments affected by the decision.  Although the decision process may be slow, implementation is rapid because all parties concerned have agreed in advance.  The disadvantage of such a system is that it relies on dynamic, informal interactions based on personal relations, face-to-face contacts, shared understanding and values, and company loyalty. Because of this decision-making system, Japanese employ far more middle- and upper-level management in foreign subsidiaries and joint ventures than do other countries. Table 1 shows strengths and weaknesses of the Ringi system.

Table 1:  Ringi System

Strengths:


1.  It encourages horizontal communications.


2.  It allows responsibility to be diffused, thereby avoiding  loss of face.


3.  It allows fresh ideas to rise up the organization from lower levels 



of  management.


4.  It allows capable lower-level managers to demonstrate their abilities.


5.  It allows more information to be brought to bear on decisions.


6.  It reduces risk and internal conflict. 

Weaknesses:


1. The process is extremely slow (in a purchasing process for a typical  



Japanese firm, it took 121 days and 20 individuals to 
sign off on a 



relatively small item).


2.  Interested parties can only approve or disapprove a ringi proposal (there is 


usually no procedure for expressing opinions 
or suggesting 



modifications). An executive fixes his hanko  
(individual seal) sideways 

to show that he has seen the proposal, but does not positively approve of 

it.  When he is violently against a decision, he places his hanko upside 


down. 


3.  Political deals, in which favors are exchanged for approval, may cause poor 


proposals to be executed.


4. Alternative decision strategies are not discussed; only the 




proposed plan of action is considered.


5. Diffusion of responsibility may lead to an avoidance of responsibility and a 


lack of concern in critically examining proposals.


To counteract these weaknesses, some companies are attempting to standardize and simplify the formats of ringi documents and have reduced the number of individuals who examine a proposal as well as allowing those that do to express opinions as they examine it. The actual decision is made by extensive consultation; this involves wide, informal discussions with personnel at all levels. Everyone who may be involved with the effects of the decision in any way becomes familiar with the problem or the issue at this point before the decision is made. All persons involved must have input and agree before an alternative is selected. The Japanese will not hesitate to postpone decisions if consensus cannot be reached. 


The ringi process is derived from and enhances the centralized decision-making process inherent in Japanese companies. This works well in Japan, but has inherent dangers and weaknesses if widely used outside of Japan. Coordination in most Japanese companies is shaped by consensus decision-making that is culturally dependent, requires intensive communication, and is also difficult to transfer abroad since non-Japanese managers typically lack both the language ability and the cultural background to participate in the subtle processes of nemawashi  and ringi.  Japanese companies typically expanded first into nearby, less-developed Asian markets where it was easy for the managers to control directly from Japan. Centralization and international coordination processes that relied on the direct actions and intervention of the headquarters management group  resulted.   This became very costly. As the overseas organization grew in size and complexity, managers at the center were swamped with requests for information, guidance, support, and decisions, causing the size and bureaucracy of the central decision-making apparatus to increase further.  Eventually, such a system reaches its upper limit due to the overload of information and the center’s inability to respond in a timely matter.


Although Japan was well known for its decentralized management style, even into the late 1980s, over 90 percent of manufacturing was concentrated in Japan, making the overseas operations highly dependent on the parent company for products.  Those that were not were still dependent on equipment designed by the parent, procedures directed from the parent, and supplies sent from Japan.  Matsushita management presumed (as did managers in most other Japanese companies) that shifting production to local plants would  threaten the  quality and cost of Matsushita’s products. 


The Japanese cultural heritage inherent in ringi meant that operating units separated by substantial time and distance barriers do not function well.  It also becomes difficult to integrate non-Japanese into the ongoing management process.  The net effect was to encourage Japanese companies to retain decision making and control at the center, where they could be managed by those who understood the subtleties of the system. At Kao, like most other Japanese companies, coordination and control were achieved primarily through centralization of decision making; corporate management was directly involved in most strategic and even operational tasks.


A list of the most important Japanese values is shown in Table 2.

Table 2

List of Japanese Values
Relationship

Group Harmony 
Belonging

Information

Family Security
Cooperation
Group Consensus,
Collectiveness
Adjustment

Group Achievement             Honesty
Loyalty

Social Status
Seniority 

Hierarchy

Patience
Indirectness
Respect
Job Competition
Company
Formality
Tradition
Spirituality
Hard Work

Politeness
Family
Modesty
Indirectness
Harmony with nature

HAI:   YES AND NO


The Japanese often use the word hai  which translates as “yes”; it does not mean they necessarily agree with you, however—only that they are listening to what you are saying, following along the train of thought, understanding the point you are making.  It is not the “yes,” but the “yes but . . .” nuances that carry the most significant meanings in the Japanese language. These varieties include the conditional: “If everything proceeds as planned . . .” (This is followed by the counterquestion, the  critical response, refusing to answer, answering tangentially, or delaying the response.)  “It is difficult . . .” is a kind way of saying no.  Killing with silence or  sucking air through the teeth also signal no. Four levels of “yes” exist: recognition (but not necessarily understanding), understanding (but not necessarily acceptance and agreement), responsibility (understanding, but must consult with others and secure their agreement before acceptance), and agreement (understanding, agreement, and acceptance). One must review the non-verbal signals from the speaker to determine which level  the speaker is referring. 

JAPANESE  MEETINGS


Business meetings are highly participatory, with everyone present getting involved in the discussions. Japanese meetings are designed solely for gathering information about whatever subject is being discussed (the Japanese love for information is due to their search for group success; they continually seek information to optimize the success of the entire group). The Japanese will invite all those concerned with an issue to a meeting regardless of title because group participation and consensus are key values in Japanese business.  The group then takes that information and discusses it at a later time. 


The Japanese business meeting is one with a defined hierarchy and a solemn atmosphere where direct answers are never given.  Debate does not exist; the purpose of a Japanese business meeting is not to discuss, to debate, or to argue a point, but to formalize an already established consensus position. In business meetings, most Japanese listen, watch, and feel (sense) the thoughts of the others rather than responding directly.  Silence is considered a virtue; most conversations contain periods of silence during which each participant tries to sense the thoughts and feelings of the others. The Japanese during their meetings use  language  that  is  non-committal  and  takes an indirect approach to addressing issues. The purpose is to present status and seek supportive information. The seating is in a circle with no particular order, especially during discussion periods with other Japanese. However, seniority is clearly designated. Introductions go from junior to most senior;  these stress company, department, and team identity rather than the individual.  Every member may reveal personal background, but not individual achievements or accomplishments. The Japanese clearly value punctuality; meetings start on time and end on time, with all participants arriving on time. 


The senior executive usually speaks last (if at all). The Japanese conduct meetings and make decisions as a group and always strive to be a strong and cohesive unit. The Japanese generally base their business decisions on information received during the meeting, and then try to reach the full consensus of the group afterward. Detailed minutes of meetings must be kept. A business meeting or conversation is closed by the Japanese not offering any commitments, but saying they will discuss the matter and call one back when a group  agreement, a consensus, has been reached or when the information received has been discussed with all relevant parties. Japanese presenters tend to begin their presentations by sucking in air and apologizing such as “You probably know more about this than I do, “ or “I am not well prepared.”


Kaigi (a formal, ceremonial meeting) is usually carefully prearranged and scheduled with a rigid agenda.  These are usually superficial, held only as a formality.  Important items have been  decided or negotiated before being brought into the kaigi, usually for formal approvals without discussion.  Seldom is there any argument, deviation from the agenda, or planning.  The real business is done at the uchi-awase  (a kind of informal meeting of a very limited number of persons) where workers vigorously discuss problems and scrutinize projects and ideas.  

