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Lecture #14: Negotiations Japanese Style
In negotiations with the Japanese, the word “negotiate” and its usual translation kosho have different meanings. Kosho has nuances of fighting, conflict, strategy (senryaku), and verbal debate (iiau), whereas  Western-style negotiation lacks these overtones and usually suggests discussion, concession, and conference (March, 1989).  Negotiation between Japanese is like that between father and son.  The status relationship is explicit and important.  The son (seller) carefully explains his situation and asks for as much as possible because he will have no chance the bicker once the father (buyer) decides.  The son (seller) accepts the decision because it would hurt the relationship to argue and because he trusts the father (buyer) to care for his needs. 



 Intercultural negotiations consists of four major processes:


 •  non-task sounding (rapport)


 •  task-related exchange of information 


 •  persuasion, compromise


 •  concessions and agreement

The strategies, tactics, time spent in each phase, emphasis, and importance of each phase differ among cultures.  For example, the cultural tendency of the United States is to concentrate on  the persuasion and compromise phase while minimizing the non-task (rapport building) phase.  For many Asian cultures, Japan among them, the exact opposite priorities take place.  In this cross-cultural clash, much confusion and little success typically results.
JAPANESE   NEGOTIATION   PROCESS
The Japanese negotiation process is based on the importance of maintaining harmony in relationships. Norms are established concerning obligations to others, benevolence, and the importance of others’ attitudes.  The Japanese see negotiation as a fluid irrational process, calling for diligent preparation. Instead of addressing issues directly and openly stating positions and counterproposals, they prefer to infer the other parties’ assessment of the situation.  The Japanese often repeat previously stated positions, using highly ambiguous language, and appear to be inconsistent. The goal of this process is a just, fair, and proper deal and a long-term harmonious relationship.  To a Japanese businessman, a business negotiation is a time to develop a business relationship with the goal of long-term mutual benefit. The economic issues are the context, not the content, of the talks. Once the relationship is established, the other details can be settled quickly. In Japan, personal relationships are always subsumed within the context of the business relationship—friendship first and business second. 


The Japanese typically negotiate in teams made up of experts in relevant fields. The negotiating team usually consists of five males, with one member serving as the symbolic head. The first individual introduces the parties initially and facilitates the signing ceremony. The other four slots are typically filled by operational staff, middle managers, the CEO, and a mediator. The qualities admired and sought in Japanese negotiators include commitment, persistence, ability to gain respect, credibility, good listening skills, pragmatism, and  a broad perspective. A successful negotiation reflects the efforts of the entire Japanese team.  The senior negotiator sits on one side in the middle of his team rather than at the head of the table. The top Japanese executive is seated farthest from the door. Those with authority to make a deal sit to the leader’s immediate side, with those with lesser roles at the two ends.  Japanese negotiations have an air of formal politeness, conservative conduct, and good manners. Proper business etiquette must be observed at all times.


Table 1 provides a synopsis of Japanese negotiating characteristics. The Japanese tend to look at negotiations as war, a macho challenge. This behavior goes back to the high level of masculinity within the culture; the Japanese concept of masculinity includes achievement, heroism, assertiveness, and material success.  They believe in the rightness of their initial position. The Japanese, when pressed, will fully explain their position to persuade the other side of the rightness of the Japanese position.    

Table 1          
Japanese  Negotiating  Style  Characteristics
•Considerable period for rapport until harmony is established

•Extensive exchange of information, typically one-sided with the Japanese receiving in-depth explanation, clarification, justification, and evaluation. 

•Come to the negotiating table with consensus on a mutually favorable offer that they perceive to be in the long-
term interest of both parties. 

•Minimize confrontation at the negotiating table;  believes in persuasion behind the scenes.

•Many  members usually present

The Japanese dress conservatively—they always prefer dark business suits. To be dressed casually during negotiations with the Japanese would, therefore, be inappropriate. The Japanese do not believe in using first names unless in the context of the very best of personal relationships. In Japan, honorifics, title, and status are extremely important; one addresses his or her counterparts by their proper title. 


Japanese bargainers bring with them a carefully considered agenda. The Japanese are more flexible towards about the order of topics, but much less flexible about the choice of topics. Before action is taken, much time is spent with relevant department heads defining the question, seeking their approval, and gathering sufficient information for a plan. The Japanese come to a negotiation with a hard-won time-consuming intraorganizational consensus already established, which cannot be easily changed at the bargaining table, no matter how small or seemingly irrelevant the change. To the Japanese, the Americans in their give and take appear insincere and unprepared, as they do not appear to have a firm position.


 The Japanese are as emotional as any other people, but they direct that emotion toward others and tend not to display it on a personal basis.  The Japanese value emotions, but hide them. Showing emotion is considered in bad taste and poor conduct for any Japanese, let alone a Japanese businessman. The Japanese proverbs “No aru taka wa tsume wo kakusu””  (“An  able hawk hides his talons”)  and “Tanki wa sonki “ (“A short temper means a lost spirit”) illustrate their feelings on showing emotion. Arguments and overt expressions of frustration or anger are considered detrimental to the spirit of friendship that should surround any interpersonal interaction; these are considered major character flaws and not appropriate behavior.    


A formal display of emotion means a loss of respect/face. Winning at the bargaining tale is unacceptable if it involves loss of face (kao) for either party. The need to save face and not be a failure in the negotiating process is a paramount consideration. Risk avoidance (kiken kaihi) is a key principle in Japanese negotiations. Confrontational negotiating techniques are seen as impolite and disrespectful and will not lead to a relationship of trust.  The Japanese are deliberately vague on specific issues in the early stages of a negotiation so that any later reversal will not result in loss of face.  An outright rejection of a proposal would result in the loss of face. 


The Japanese, because of their circular, polychronic sense of time, stress end results and are less concerned about how long the process takes to get there; they are thus less concerned about adhering to time schedules, instead preferring to focus on the end result. Time is not as important to a Japanese person as it is to a Westerner.  Not being hasty is a sign of wisdom and sincerity. The Japanese value high quality over immediate gain, and they wait patiently for the best possible result. The Japanese prefer to follow an indirect, harmonious style when dealing with others. Go-betweens help move the process along, and interpersonal harmony is considered more important than confrontation. The Japanese view time as a continuum and are long-term oriented; they are conservative and patient. Delays do not necessarily mean a hesitancy on the part of the Japanese; delays could also mean an intense studying of the proposal as a consequence of soliciting approval from all company departments that will be affected by the outcome of the negotiation. With the Japanese, one would want to schedule many sessions with a great deal of time between each (weeks or even a month) in order to allow the ringi  to operate.


The Japanese often use little verbal activity, nod frequently, use silence, and even close their eyes while others are speaking (in Zen Buddhist fashion, this helps them concentrate). Silence to a Japanese means one is projecting a favorable impression and is thinking deeply about the problem. When at an impasse in negotiation, the typical Japanese response is keeping silent, withdrawing, or changing the subject. The Japanese more influenced by what is not said. The Japanese interpersonal communication style includes less eye contract, fewer negative facial expressions, and more periods of silence. 

*


Relationship Building

The first stage, non-task sounding, includes all those activities that might be described as establishing a rapport or getting to know one another, but does not include information related to the “business” of the meeting. The Japanese negotiation process usually starts with an introduction from a reference, a go-between, a shokai-sha  (third-party introducer), who has arranged the initial meeting. It is preferred that the shokaisha have a strong relationship with the buyer and thus be influential; the buyer does not want to damage the harmony and relationship with the shokaisha by rejecting the proposal.  He usually attends the first meeting as well as the last meeting, the signing ceremony.   Before the first meeting, he is a prime source of information for both parties. In case of an impasse in the talks between the two sides (either during the negotiations or afterward during the normal conduct of business), he is often asked to become involved to settle their differences, to become a chukaisha (mediator). At the first business meeting,  the highest level of protocol is used for important strangers or those who must be shown a high degree of respect.


Japanese executives spend substantial time and effort in non-task sounding so problems do not develop later. The Japanese believe that once the relationship has been established, further negotiations will proceed more smoothly and quickly. This rapport-building effort often includes elaborate entertainment. (This is typically an all-male effort, as the business world is still very much an all-male club, and the Japanese rarely bring wives or family members to a business gathering.)  The large kosai-hi (entertainment expenses) typical of business dealings in Japan exceeds that spent by the Japanese government for defense (corporate wining and dining is 1.2 percent of GDP versus approximately 1 percent spend on defense).  


Three levels of executives are typically involved—top level executives, middle managers, and operational staff.  The executive meetings are held in relaxed and comfortable accommodations such as restaurants and hotels; the Japanese executives are making judgments about the others’ integrity, reliability, commitment, and humility. The top executives are brought into the negotiations to sign the agreement only after all the issues have been settled and agreed on by lower-level managers. The use of top executives communicates commitment and importance. Middle managers are there to bless intermediate agreements; operational staff executives are there to negotiate. During this stage of business introduction, the Japanese attempt to discover the other’s positions in the company and their mission. 


Every member of the negotiating team must meet and feel comfortable with every member of the other side’s negotiating team. Information specific to the issue under negotiation is not considered in the beginning; rather, the parties seek to get to know each other.  In addition to entertainment, this stage may include gift giving. The Japanese believe that if a harmonious relationship can be established at the beginning of the negotiating process, conflicts can be avoided later on. Considerable time and expense are thus devoted to getting to know each other. Americans negotiate a contract, the Japanese a relationship. In Japan, as in many other cultures, the written word is primarily used to satisfy legalities. 


In the view of the Japanese, emotion and personal relations are more important than cold facts in business relations. The key issue is, “Can I get along with these men and their company and do I want to sell (or buy) their products?” It is not,  “Can I make money on this deal?” The Japanese are particularly interested in the sincerity of those they are negotiating with. They are typically unwilling to do business with someone who they think may prove to be arrogant or unpleasant, or who they think does not like them as individuals, as a company, or as a nation: “I do not do business with a man who does not like us!”  The Japanese do not separate personal feelings from business relationships.  If the Japanese feel that their relationships are not yet anchored and may drift, they will stall and hesitate to do business until they are comfortable with the other party.  When two Japanese companies are creating a new relationship, they are accepting each other inside their respective groups. Status, though, is always present. A buyer says otaku (your company) while a seller says on sha (your great company). Status relations dictate not only what can be said, but how it is said. 


Rarely is an attorney present during the initial part of the negotiation or thereafter. Lawyers do not enjoy as much prestige in Japan as they do in the United States. In Japan, lawyers are seen as people who complicate personal relationships, get in the way of reaching basic understandings and of allowing the parties to get to know each other better, and in general obstruct the development of necessary cooperative business relationships. A long-term business relationship between two parties in Japan is expected to be built on the principles of mutual trust, friendship, and cooperation rather than on legalistic grounds, which a lawyer would tend to emphasize. The Japanese regard the introduction of an attorney into a business negotiation as an unfriendly act, a sign of distrust, or an implied threat of litigation, since lawyers are traditionally only used for that specific purpose in Japan.  This naturally bodes ill for the negotiation.   Bringing a lawyer to a first meeting with a Japanese company is often the kiss of death to an agreement. In business transactions, a contract is secondary to harmonious relationships; Japanese negotiators prefer conciliation and mediation over litigation. 


The Japanese are cautious in their interpersonal communication styles. Cautiousness signifies, in the Japanese culture, patience, dependability, and sincerity. Too much logical reasoning is often considered threatening, confrontational, and argumentative  to a Japanese. The Japanese tend to base their understanding of people on intuition and a considerable amount of emotionality.  They have a tendency to avoid logical argument in order to achieve a sense of understanding. The United States is an objective society versus Japan’s polyocular society:  The Japanese take the view that all phenomena can be seen from multiple points of view, and the more angles, the more whole and comprehensive. Prior to Westernization, the Japanese had no word for objectivity.  The word now is kyakkanteki, the guest’s point of view; shukanteki is the host’s point of view.

Information  Exchange

The most important stage to a Japanese negotiator is the information-gathering stage. During this stage, the negotiators consider the information exchanged regarding the parties’ needs and preferences or the parties’ subjective expected utilities of the various alternatives open to the participants. Only after those on the buying side feel  that they have established a trustworthy relationship will business be brought up. Japanese negotiators are concerned with understanding the other side’s point of view.  Exchanging information and asking for more information are constants with the Japanese. A complete understanding is imperative to the Japanese; they ask endless questions to identify the needs and preferences of both parties while offering little information and ambiguous responses so as to attempt to understand the situation and associated details of the other’s bargaining position. The reasons for needs and preferences are critical data for Japanese, who seek to place information within an interpretive context. The Japanese, however, tend to provide relatively little information. It is important for the Japanese to be polite and to communicate the tatemae without giving offense, while holding back the possibly offensive but informative honne. They present their needs and preferences in a tactful manner. Japanese  firms operate  through  group consensus decision-making. Each phase of the discussion process may generate more questions that must be answered. The emphasis is on exchanging extensive detailed information. A primary bargaining strategy of the Japanese is to ask questions to put the opponent on the defensive.  Many times the initial meeting is merely used to gather information, which is then fed back to their superiors and peers for deliberation and a carefully prepared response.  The Japanese strongly believe it is folly to make an offer until one knows what the other side wants. This explains the slow start, the lack of an initial proposal, the emphasis on information gathering, and the long drawn-out preliminary groundwork that is usually encountered when negotiating in Japan. The Japanese need detailed information to build the foundation for whatever decision they intend to put forward. No one is blamed or rebuked for shortcomings in the deal or for the failure of the venture or the negotiations, as all concerned managers participated in the negotiating and final decision making.


For the Japanese firm, this exchange of information is the main part of the negotiation. A complete understanding is essential. The Japanese ask endless questions and expect long explanations, while offering little information and ambiguous responses. Sellers present in detail all of the background, and only toward the end is the actual request/proposal made. The information flows mainly from seller to buyer. Several people on the same side may ask for the same information or explanation; everyone must be convinced, not just the key decision maker. No Japanese negotiator, especially the boss, feels qualified to speak for the group before a consensus has been reached. 


Oftentimes the team on the other side of the table is not composed of the final decision makers. The Japanese frequently use the tactic of concealing their top man by positioning him on the fringe of his team; he is inconspicuous and initially makes no contribution, while a junior member acts as spokesman. The Japanese team leader might only be marginally technically competent in the specific subject matter under negotiation, but still he is the undisputed head; his credentials for leadership include seniority and often a degree from the right school. He may have been chosen because he represents the company consensus, which was achieved before the negotiations started.  His symbolic authority is high, and great deference is given him by his team. Thus, one cannot assume the makeup of the opponents’ negotiating team is identical to that of one’s own team. The Japanese negotiating team will usually be a large group. To avoid being intimidated by sheer numbers, the other side must be prepared to bring sufficient staff to provide numerical balance (including sufficient technical experts). Intimidation is not the primary reasons for the large number (information transfer is) but the results are just the same. 


The concept of discussing  problems in a systematic, sequential, orderly manner is promoted by Americans, while  the Japanese prefer haragei, to talk around a subject in order to get a holistic view. Only  after this is accomplished will they go into details.  The Japanese like to talk about practical solutions, resolving matters on a case by case basis.  They allow the solution to precede the principle. The Japanese prefer avoiding any area in which an agreement cannot be easily reached.  Instead, they tend to move to another topic in its place. To Americans, this often appears like the Japanese are trying to elude the issue. To an American, an unsolved issue is a point of contention; this, not any general principle, must first be dealt with before the agreement as a whole can be considered. To the Japanese, those very same traits indicate lack of confidence in one’s convictions and insincerity. Instead, terms such as thoughtful, cooperative, considerate, and respectful express positives in  the Japanese  culture. The Japanese stress areas of agreement and try to avoid contention.  They attempt to conduct real negotiations away from the formal negotiating hall, using formal sessions to announce agreements reached elsewhere. Often the real negotiation is between the lowest-level bargainers, who have established a rapport, a relationship of trust with the equivalent operational-level managers on the other side.  This is often done after hours, usually in one of the many bars and restaurants in Tokyo.  


*


Persuasion  and  Compromise

The persuasion and compromise stage of negotiations focuses on efforts to modify the views of other parties and sway them through the use of various persuasive tactics.  Americans see persuasion as a kind of conquest whereas the Japanese look on it as a meeting of the minds. The Japanese verb “to persuade” (fukumeru) also means “to include.”  Any persuasion will be conducted behind the scenes, not during a formal negotiating meeting.  For Japanese managers, persuasion as victory is secondary to the process of matching interests. Persuasion is typically used to compromise on certain conditions so that the two sides can close a deal. In Japan, there is not a clear separation of information seeking and persuasion. The two stages tend to blend together as each side more clearly defines and refines its needs and preferences.  So much time is spent as this task-related exchange of information that little is left to discuss during the persuasion stage. Maintaining harmony, avoiding loss of face and gaining the agreement of all involved are most important. For Japanese, it is more important to maintain  the  harmony n the relationship than to be frank and open. The Japanese believe that little persuasion should be necessary if the parties have taken the time to understand each other thoroughly. Since the Japanese have spent a high percentage on their time on the first two phases, Japanese negotiators often do not feel the need to allocate much time to persuasion. 


The first position is rarely overstated, though sometimes fuzzy.  The Japanese like to regard their position as reasonable for both sides. The first  proposal is carefully drafted and reasonable, reflecting the Japanese predilection for well-informed, best solutions and consensus building. The Japanese tend to offer a proposal that approximates their needs and then resist adjusting it. They offer what they feel is correct, proper, and reasonable.  The Japanese tend not to ask for much more than they expect to get. If the initial trust building was carried out successfully, cost may not be bargained on at all. This has inherent within it numerous weaknesses. Japanese negotiators develop defensive arguments with no consideration of persuading or selling or converting the other side.  Nor do they usually consider what the other side might be thinking or offering, nor what their anticipated strategies should be, nor what concession strategies might be appropriate. Japanese negotiators often find themselves with no contingency or fallback plans, few officially authorized concessions, and an absence of clear policies on some questions.  


 The Japanese tend to listen to persuasive arguments and respond with silence, which means simply that they are considering the arguments presented.  They react negatively to open disagreement and aggression. Japanese avoid confrontations and respond the threats by changing the subject, silence, or withdrawal. The primary persuasive tactics in Japanese business negotiations appear to be the volunteering of more information and the use of silence. Most decisions are discussed informally, behind the scenes—a continuation of the process of establishing rapport. Often members of the Japanese group will excuse themselves during a negotiating session by saying that they must caucus; they must obtain consensus both within the team and within the company. Japanese bargainers never make a concession without first taking a break; issues and arguments are considered away from the pressure of the negotiation table.


The Japanese typically look with horror on the confrontation and debate that can take place and would prefer to work informally, behind the scenes, so neither party will lose face.  The Japanese see the negotiation as a ritualistic enactment of a predetermined agreement in which intuition, experience, and emotional sensitivity are valued.  The Japanese concentrate on relationship-based issues. The sincerity and good intentions established are relevant to the harmonious outcome of the negotiation. The Japanese are not very argumentative, not extroverted or persuasive in the American sense. They prefer to be quiet when right, respectful, and patient. Modesty and self-restraints are highly valued in their culture.  They do not criticize in public, but seek harmony among all. The Japanese prefer to avoid formal negotiations, since to them negotiations are a form of social conflict and avoiding social conflict is penultimate in that society.  The Japanese, in their pursuit of harmony and avoidance of conflict, often do not seek eye contact; this is not a virtue to Americans. On the other side of the table, the  Japanese view the American stare as rude and as aggressive, improper behavior. When challenged, Japanese executives will not argue or even discuss the point; they typically will remain silent. 


In Japan, only a few persuasive tactics are appropriate: questions, self-disclosures, positive influence tactics, silence, a change of subject, recesses and delays, concessions, and commitments. The repertoire of persuasive tactics available to bargainers in Japan is prescribed by status/power relationships. Buyers (who are superior) can say things to sellers that sellers would not even consider saying to buyers.  Aggressive influence tactics can only be used by negotiators in higher-power status positions and are only communicated through the low-level informal communications channels.

*


Concessions  and  Agreement 


The concessions and agreement stage of a negotiation is the culmination of the negotiating process at which an agreement is reached, which often is the summation of a series of concessions or smaller agreements. To reach an agreement that is mutually acceptable, each side frequently must give up some things; therefore, concessions by both sides are usually necessary to reach an agreement. The Japanese believe that nothing is settled until everything is settled, which is why they typically provide concessions only at the end. They expect that these will lead immediately to the conclusion of the agreement—a holistic approach to decision making. The Japanese do not make any concessions until all issues and interests have been exposed and fully discussed. Usually any concessions are not decided on at the negotiation table because of the nature of consensus decision making; negotiators must check with the home office before making any concessions to be sure that everyone agrees on the  concessions  made. The Japanese believe that at this stage they should understand the other side’s position and how it relates to their own so that they are in a position to decide what concessions are needed to reach a final agreement. The Japanese favor written agreements that are brief and identify basic principles.  They listen politely to everyone in their group before making a group decision. However, once a concession is made, it is usually considered immutable and unchangeable by the Japanese.

