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The Japanese selling process is human intensive rather than product intensive, service intensive rather than technically intensive. For example, in sports sections within department stores, items are not sold in a casual manner.  Video films are constantly rolling to demonstrate equipment use on the shopping floor.  In fact, some stores often hire famous former athletes as sales personnel who provide customers with advice, photographic opportunities, and autographs. At the point of sale, Japanese consumers rely heavily on well-informed sales personnel with their courteous and accommodating personal service.


Face-to-face contact is required in Japan. Letters are useful for follow-up communications, but personal relationships are the primary means of conducting business in Japan. Relationships can be established only through extended periods of face-to-face contact. When a personal relationship has not been established, the Japanese buyer will often express skepticism about the seller’s claims. The buyer may become unfriendly and aggressively direct. The lengthy process that is typical in Japan for first-time sellers is due to this need to establish a relationship.  


To the Japanese, a close correlation exists between the number of salespeople and the eagerness to increase sales. Customers are accustomed to dealing with large groups of people from the vendor.  Large numbers help give the prospective customer insight into the firm and assure him that they are selling not just a product, but also the entire company.  When things get bad, rather than cutting back on staff, the  Japanese   company  frequently  hires   more  salespersons  and   sends them out more frequently. The Japanese sales force in a Japanese company can be relentless in its personal attention. The Japanese believe in hustling the customer with service.  The Japanese sales force tends to be very persistent; they arrive singly or in groups, coming once or a dozen times.


Providing this sort of service becomes very expensive. The company must have the right premises in a suitable location providing the right kind of decor. The staff must be trained to show a proper demeanor and must fulfill their roles with suitable humility.  Several clerks must be available so as to not keep customers waiting. All this makes the selling function more costly than in many other countries.  Blind calling is even  worse.  More pointless visits are made than fruitful ones.  The customer finds himself approached more often than ever.  Less interest exists in the cost side of the ledger in Japan. The factory must be kept humming to allow economies of scale; thus, sales become a conduit to empty out  factory stores.


Since similar products are often offered by competing manufacturers, human relations becomes the determining factor. The Japanese will not buy products from salespersons who offend them in any way. The Japanese feel a relationship exists between the amount of time physically spent with the customer and the amount sold. The frequency with which a salesperson meets with the customer correlates closely with the amount of business the salesperson receives. Japanese customers often judge from the frequency of the sales calls they receive whether the company really wants to do business. When the salesperson of one company makes more frequent calls to a potential customer than the competition, he will be regarded as more sincere.  This also means Japanese companies have to make frequent sales calls to customers for only courtesy reasons.  At least twice a year, during gift-giving season, customers get visited to be given gifts and not necessarily to discuss any business. 


Selling in Japan is often a lengthy process with numerous repeat visits.  One must show that effort is being made, even if only for effort's sake. The hard work and devotion of the sales staff, the value of pure effort alone, often make the difference to the Japanese between a sale and a lost account. The Japanese salesman (not salesperson because even in modern day Japan, the white-collar occupations are overwhelmingly male dominated) serves as the public relations representative for his company.  He does not wait for customers to call him or come into his store or office.  He makes frequent calls in person. In Japan, after selling a product the relationship does not cease, but rather intensifies;  many visits  by  the  vendor  are  necessary.  These  visits  are  not  for service or repairs, but just to keep in the good graces of the customer, checking that there are no problems, coming by to deliver any refills in person, or just dropping in to say hello.  The salesman may never mention his product or attempt a sale.  He may dine with the customer, play golf or tennis, and get to know the customer intimately by building a long-term relationship.  When he does make a sales call, he never gets to the point.  He visits and spends a long time in pleasant conversation.  


Sellers must call frequently, see that everything is running well, bow low and apologize humbly if anything is wrong, and see that repairs are made instantly. It becomes a vicious cycle: To sell, one uses personnel: to sell faster, one uses more personnel, thus cutting into margins. A tendency exists for prices to rise to compensate for the higher selling costs. Overwhelmingly store managers and shopkeepers stress the need to take good care of human contacts with customers. It becomes most important to secure regular customers by increasing familiarity and contacts.  As a result, it is almost impossible to increase productivity. 


Japanese customers demand a level of consistency and continuity from their suppliers that is often excessive, if viewed from a Western perspective. Service personnel are more likely to provide off-site service and sales; for example, auto dealers typically provide pickup and delivery for repair service customers. The Japanese believe that their jobs are to identify with and support their customers and to act as the customer liaison officer and advocate within their own company.  They feel that to keep their business, they must spoil their customers and satisfy their every business desire. Their jobs are to provide devoted service for the long run. Thus, they build a weight of obligation and dependence that has to be repaid—typically through sales orders, recommendations, testimonials, and so on. In Japan, word-of-mouth recommendations and who you know are far more important than advertising. 




The hard work and dedication of the sales staff are often the determining factors between a successful sale and a lost account to the Japanese. One classic story exhibits this point. Once an eager young salesman found that a certain shop had already bought from a competitor—but he still wanted the shopkeeper as a client. So he returned several times.  When they refused to talk with him, he stayed around and observed the business.  He eventually became familiar  with the shopkeeper's staff, particularly the wife who ran the cash register; developed friendships with the family and staff; took their little boy for a walk; and even occasionally looked after their baby.  Periodically he  would  give  them  presents.  Finally,  impressed by  his persistence, the shopkeeper agreed to examine the product. Although he may have not been convinced of  its value, he was very impressed by the earnestness and sincerity of the young salesman.  Through sheer effort and determination alone, the salesman was able to get a trial order.


Keeping close contacts with the customer is called “relationship management.”  The service staff greets all customers with a bow, looks after all their needs most diligently, provides a pleasant business atmosphere, and then follows up to maintain a good relationship. The salesperson is the focal point of the sale and must attend to most problems personally. For the customer, the salesperson and the retailing firm's management represent the supplier firm and are held responsible for everything that relates to the sale. When a customer comes back to the store to exchange or return an item, an attempt is made to deal with him or her even more pleasantly than when the original purchase was made.  


The salesman’s role does not stop with the purchase order. He should be present for meetings before installation, at the installation, and even when an engineer adds a piece of hardware or software.  To the Japanese, consistency and accountability are key roles of the salesman. Japanese consumers may clamor for lower prices, but they also want convenient location, broad selection, luxurious surroundings, and personal service. They particularly demand the show of honor and respect Japanese consumers have been getting from mere shopkeepers for hundreds of years.  They expect to enter any shop and have people greet them royally, look after their needs totally, and carefully wrap their presents beautifully.


In the medical field, that means everything from clipping interesting medical articles to developing slides for a doctor’s presentations, to playing golf with the customer on weekends. Maintaining the relationship also means repairing sophisticated equipment overnight or being prepared to respond at any hour of the day or night to a customer’s unexpected demands. For instance, a small cardiograph company's salesmen will pick up cardiograms from their customers, the doctors, and deliver them to an expert for diagnosis. In general, customer demands must be met before equipment can be sold. Having one person in charge of sales and service forces the employees to look on service as a sales function.  Oftentimes the second or repeat machines are sold not by the salesman, but by the serviceman. To sell to Japanese companies, the “customer is king” attitude is not good enough; in Japan, the customer is the ultimate deity.  This  reverence  is  an   ingrained   attitude  derived  from  the  Confucian philosophy of respecting one's elders, one’s parents, and is drilled into the Japanese from childhood. By the time a Japanese worker enters a company, knowing how to treat a customer is second nature. This attitude of respect permeates the entire organization.


When a change in a delivery schedule is inevitable, neither a letter nor a phone call is sufficient—a personal visit is mandated. When a Japanese company asks suppliers to do something, even if it is impossible, they will never say no. They will go through the motions and show they are making a sincere effort to meet the request, no matter how illogical or impractical. It takes longer to solidify a business relationship with Japanese customers. However, once you have their loyalty, they are not likely to change to another vendor capriciously. 


Japanese sales representatives place heavy reliance on support materials and data. They respond quickly to questions with substantive answers. Sales reps use “wet” sales approaches, those in which they are flexible, accommodating, caring, and human, as opposed to the “dry” logic, inflexible approach used by U.S. sales reps.  Wet selling solidifies relationships with customers and is more effective in landing new accounts. Service prestige is valued and drives the personal relationships that are so crucial in Japan; style, even in personal sales, assures heavier weight than concept.  Sabisu means “being helpful, a beneficial or friendly action or conduct”; it is the act of giving assistance or advantage to another. The typical Japanese customer attaches great importance to promptness. Service should be free even when it is considered "extra service." Japanese kokoro-zuke  (consideration of the heart) is given as a token of appreciation rather than in anticipation of good service and helps to establish rapport between guest and host. The customer expects the salesperson to show his appreciation for the business given to him, to smile and display affability at all times. Vendors must provide sensitive corporate information repeatedly.


Sales presentations tend to be low key, that is, non-persuasive with modesty.  A major difficulty for Japanese salespeople is asking the client questions, especially those that might seem like prying.  Typically they accept what the client requests and then go away to try to work out what he is really getting at and why and how to meet his demands. Asking questions that the other party would find embarrassing to answer  or that might require confidential information or that are easy to deduce from what has already been said or from the context or background is likely to be regarded as a sign of insensitivity or immaturity. This is another example of the importance of non-verbal communications to the Japanese.


Japanese salesmen usually have poor selling skills. In Japan, the selling profession lacks respect. Traditionally, and to this day, manufacturers, farmers, and craftsmen enjoy more prestige.   In the Japanese business culture, the route to the top goes through manufacturing, not  marketing and sales as in many an American company. In any company, the sales division is shunned by most self-respecting salaryman. New employees are almost forced to spend time in sales divisions before moving on. Unlike the Chinese, who will spend hours bargaining and enhancing the value of their wares and managing to raise their prices slowly over time, the Japanese want to get the whole thing over with as soon as possible.  Quite often they will sell at lower than whatever their competitors offer without checking the merits of such a gesture.  Part of the problem is that the Japanese do not really know what an item costs. They expand production to keep up with the competition and to create economies of scale,  and oftentimes they get stuck with excess products, which they must sell at any price.  The whole ethos of market share counts a good sold as a good sold without the realization of what more could have been gained.

*

PERSONAL   SELLING
As many as half the cars sold in Japan are sold by door-to-door salesmen, according to the Japan Automobile Dealers Association. Toyota Motor Corporation alone has more than 100,000 door-to-door salespeople (half as many as the entire sales force in the United States for all kinds of cars). All Japanese automobile manufacturers sell cars the same way. Toyota sells two of every five cars in Japan, and virtually every white-collar Toyota executive began his career by selling cars. Many Japanese car buyers never set foot in a dealership. The outlets primarily serve as bases for the sales armies that are pounding the pavement.  Pitches are made and contracts are signed in people’s living rooms.  


The Japanese ethic of ganbatte  (do your best, try harder, persist) still permeates the culture.  The story of the life of a Tokyo car salesman illustrates this point: A typical Toyota salesman has 3,000 doors in his turf.  His book contains notes and details on over 370 customers to whom he has sold cars; many are repeat buyers.  He times his pitches to just before the customer’s car turns three years old or every two years thereafter. (That’s when the owner faces the government inspection system known as the shaken, which often can cost a Japanese owner  thousands of dollars  in repairs before the car  can be certified.) These extensive face-to-face meetings  establish trust long before business discussions begin. These relationships do not end with a sale; salesmen maintain constant contact with their customers.  There are calls after a purchase to inquire how the car is running, handwritten greeting cards, and special invitations for low-cost oil changes,  dealer events, and even driving schools in larger cities to help people obtain licenses.  Most new customers are introduced by a previous buyer.  Buying a new car is like joining a fraternity; once in the family, many never consider leaving.  


It is not unusual for a salesman to follow a lead for a year or even longer, paying a visit to the prospective buyer’s home every month before a sale is finally made.   When the deal is sealed, the salesman may invite the family out to dinner and fit the car with an accessory as a “present.” The service department does its part in keeping the customer satisfied by bringing the car into the shop for the semi-annual checkups mandated by the Japanese Vehicle Code. The service department calls the customer when the maintenance is due and then sends a man around to pick up the vehicle and drive it to the shop. The vehicle is always returned washed and with its interior vacuumed. However, this may be in decline, since  fewer women are home to answer the door.  


Japan’s manufacturers shift factory workers onto the streets to make sales calls when domestic demand is down. The follow-the-leader syndrome still prevails throughout Japan. Most Japanese want it this way.  Salespeople know that if they can sell a product to a leading company, other companies will generally follow whether or not they need the item.


Another story concerns a Bausch & Lomb Japan salesman.  When Bausch & Lomb Japan introduced its then-new soft lens line into Japan, the company had targeted influential eye doctors in each sales territory for its introductory launch. The assumption was that once these leading practitioners signed up for the new product, marketing to the majority of eye doctors would be easier.  One salesperson was quickly dismissed by a key customer. The doctor said he thought very highly of Bausch & Lomb equipment, but preferred regular lenses for his patients. The salesperson decided, since it was his first visit to this particular clinic, to stay around.  He talked to several assistants and the doctor’s wife who, as is the custom in Japan, was also the administrator for the clinic. 


The next morning, the salesman returned to the clinic.  The doctor was still busy. The salesman talked again to the assistants. He assisted the   wife  with  her  cooking  and  discussed  food   with her.  He   picked up the couple’s young son from kindergarten, bought a gift for him, and played with the boy. The wife was pleased with the salesman’s activities.  She explained that her husband was very busy during the day and had little free time; she invited him to their home that evening.  At home, the doctor received the salesman warmly and listened patiently to the sales presentation.  He responded that he did not want  to use the soft lenses on his patients right way, but suggested that the salesman try them on the assistants at the clinic. The third day the salesman returned and fitted soft lenses on several of the clinic’s assistants. The reactions were favorable,  and the doctor placed an order later that day.
*

SHARE,  VOLUME,  AND  TEAMS



When business is slow, attempts at sales become frantic.  Of some 3,000 Nissan Motor company workers reassigned during 1994, 2,343 were sent to the street to make sales calls rather than assembling cars. With salesmen sent out in teams, the selling process becomes one of seeing one's customers often and longer.  Firms bring all types of gifts and are willing to lower prices.  They are under tremendous pressures to sell.  To the Japanese, market share is very important; to lose share is to lose face.  Japan is production oriented, not marketing driven.  An innate desire exists to produce at the level of economies of scale at all costs.  The company must move goods, with little attention given to the costs of selling the goods.   


The emphasis on selling to gain market share is common among Japanese companies. Automakers have concentrated on national television and magazine advertising, seeking volume sales and leaving local newspapers, radio, and television to dealer associations. Companies routinely give up profit to capture market share to  keep competitors out of their own market niches with prices that can not be beaten. To generate eventual profit, let the price drive the cost. Managers use the learning curve and economies of scale to reduce unit costs.


The  Japanese strategy is stressing market share, putting the selling emphasis on volume.  Japanese companies look to sell  large quantities, seeking market share at any price. They secure market share by flooding markets, initiating price wars, and often dumping goods. The whole ethos of market share counts a good sold as a good sold without the realization of what more could have been gained. To many Japanese, selling  is  the process  of  unloading  what  manufacturing  has made at whatever price is necessary to secure the deal and gain the needed market share. Selling to generate volume keeps competitors at bay and fosters efficiencies in production. A product’s high volume supports experiments and incremental tinkering, which can pay off in ideas for new applications.  Japanese marketing is driven as much by production concerns as it is by customer desires and is both a push  strategy and a pull strategy at the same time.  The marketer is an intermediary brokering the manufacturer’s desire to push product out the door and the customer’s desire to pull it toward him/her.  Selling in the United States is a problem for Japanese marketers, as it is hard for newcomers to generate volume and market share.  


Managerial success often is measured not by profit margin or customer satisfaction, but by whether or not rankings vis-a-vis competitors have been maintained.  This makes sense in a country where everyone (and everything) has his or her place in a vertical hierarchy of existence.  If a competitor improves service or quality, a firm’s managers must do likewise.  Managers need to make sure their organization’s status reigns supreme. Competitor analysis is immense and important.  If they are doing well against the competition, Japanese marketers tend to be happy regardless of whether or not profits are being made.  
SELLING’S  CULTURAL   HERITAGE


As with most everything else in Japan, the cultural origins of  Japanese society deeply influence the Japanese sales philosophy. As a personal code, giri  imbues Japanese employees with a deep sense of duty to fulfill their obligations to their superiors and to their customers. The Tokugawa family during the beginning of the seventeenth century sought to create a stable society by introducing devices for social control through class structure and classified the entire populace into a rigid hereditary hierarchy (shi-noh-koh-sho): warrior, farmer, craftsman, and merchant. Commoners were ranked according to the Confucian view of productivity. Merchants were ranked at the very bottom because they were considered to be socially unproductive and became the subject of social contempt and humiliation. The  merchant's caste was a full step below the customer's.  In fact, to the Japanese, as a result of this hierarchy, the merchant’s (salesman’s or vendor’s) very existence is only justified by the service provided to the customer.  Successful Japanese salesmen  and marketers are ever mindful of this reality. As such, they are honor-bound to provide extraordinary customer service.  



As is commonplace throughout status-conscious Japan, the participants are not independent from each other or of equal power. In any Japanese market relationship, the buyer is in a stronger position than the seller and has the right to ask a great many things of the seller. The carrot for the supplier is a long-term relationship. The Japanese markets do not allow for game theoretic cooperation; they are set  up  in  such a way that the buyers can alter the payoff table to their liking.  However, the supplier is often dependent on the buyer for technical information or financial aid. 


Japanese buyers typically behave like arrogant and spoiled children as they revel in the superior status assigned to them by society. For example, ethical drug salespersons (puropa) must frequently endure autocratic behavior from doctors. The supplier's obligation to his customer goes beyond maintenance and service.  Too many Japanese find it flatters their ego to be received as a very select client whose patronage is highly desired. Japanese businessmen still make purchases from their favorite salesmen, whether the merchandise is better or not.  Young salesmen who are sincere or hardworking also get some of their business. 


In Japan, buyers are superior in rank and status to sellers, and they tend to suspect sellers of offering exaggerated levels of service at inflated prices.  It is expected that sellers should display a suitably respectful attitude towards buyer in their interactions. The seller, beyond meeting pricing, delivery, special specifications, and other usual conditions, must do as much as possible to meet a buyer’s wishes . . . deliver more than what is called for under the terms of their contract.  The seller, being in the lower position, uses honorific language, and the buyer, being in higher position, may speak in less-than-polite terms.


Japanese customers feel it is their right to be treated as the central figure in any transaction, to receive careful, respectful service.  Sellers are expected to go whatever extra mile is required to ensure that customers are satisfied and that the product or service is giving the performance promised. Sellers or suppliers must accept their subordinate, service-oriented role in the transaction. The salesmen is exceptionally motivated to see that nothing he says could offend the buyer. All employees have direct customer contact: JAL requires new employees to serve as flight attendants in order to expose them to the front lines; Japanese electronics companies assign new employees to work with customers in department stores as a first assignment in the company.  Companies will accept responsibility and apologize to consumers or customers who feel wronged by company actions.  The head of JAL apologized, accepted responsibility, and resigned after the tragic crash of an Osaka-bound 747 in the mid-1980s.


The samurai warrior learned several forms of martial arts to prepare for any adversity presented to him.  One favorite was aikido, a self defense tactic reactive in nature, which led to alto no sanki:  take your opponent’s technique and turn it into your own. He was characterized by total dedication to the objective of  victory,  expending 

all his efforts toward training, conditioning, and concentration.  Appearance was also of paramount importance to this warrior.  A samurai would never enter a battle until he was cleanly shaven, his shaven head was polished, and he was wearing his finest armor.  The marketing strategy link to the samurai becomes apparent, since samurai, in fact, comes from  the verb samurau  or saburau which means “to serve.
