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Japanese SERVICE  



Customer service, product quality, and after-sales service are the pillars of successful marketing in Japan.  Japanese business is strongly oriented toward providing service to its customers and is concerned about meeting their needs. The Japanese have developed exacting product quality, durability, and reliability standards for most products. This is due to the relatively high cost of most consumer products. Consumers in Japan generally pay much more for the same item than do American consumers. Japanese cars are cheaper in Europe and the United States than in Japan. Therefore, quality has become a major component of the marketing mix, as the consumer's expectations are based on both the cost and the limited choices available. They expect prompt service and availability of a full line of parts for any major purchase.  Japanese businesses, if they are to succeed, must, therefore, carry a large and complete inventory of parts and provide trained service personnel.  


Adam Smith’s classic metaphor is that if each individual pursues his or her own self-interest, an invisible hand will automatically serve the common interests of the larger society.  The Japanese  say that if the needs of the group are considered first, then the invisible hand will reach down and automatically take care of the desires of the individual. Westerners would say: Concentrate on your own self-interest,  and you will automatically serve your customers and society better. The Japanese would say: serve your customers and society to the best of your ability, and you will automatically achieve your personal goals. 

*

CUSTOMER   SERVICE   EXPECTATIONS

In Japan, an automobile dealer will typically provide pickup and delivery for repair service customers as well as making new car sales calls to customers’ homes. Automobile firms have close relationships with their dealers, who carry only one brand and have exclusive territories. They have a substantial joint commitment and a powerful economic incentive to operate smoothly. Building customer loyalty is a major goal for Japanese salesmen, and they go to enormous trouble and great effort to give their customers fine service.  Nissan and Toyota measure their dealers by regular surveys of customer satisfaction with sales and service.


The Banking industry is especially service prone. A typical Japanese bank has a greeter (annaigakari) who greets everyone entering the bank and makes sure that they know where to go, handles inquiries, watches for suspicious people, and keeps track of complaints and problems. The bank considers customers to be part of the bank family. An example of service personnel providing off-site service and sales can be seen in the banking industry’s gaiko.  These personal bankers call on customers at their offices or canvass entire neighborhoods, in the process creating relationships and stimulating new business as well as helping current customers. The gaiko regularly go to such extremes as helping customers sell or buy homes, finding distributors for their merchandise, providing them with tax advice, and finding tenants for their buildings. These off-site activities of service people in Japan are often intrusive.  A gaiko in Japan is expected to know the investment portfolio of both individuals and firms to which he or she may be assigned and to make suggestions as to how the bank’s services could be employed.  This is an example of how firms often provide services that range far from their core business.


Taxi drivers spend spare moments shining their cab and often wear white gloves. Trains run on schedule. In department stores, executives and clerks alike line up to bow to the first customers in the store, setting the tone for how customers are to be treated. The training of customer-contact people is very detailed in Japan. KFC of Japan spends two weeks training new hires before they set foot in a store.  Instructions are given, for example, on how to greet people, what tone of voice to use, and how to handle complaints or difficult inquiries (One trainer at KFC claims she knows how to say “thank you” to the customer in over one hundred different ways). A national biennial competition exists in the Japanese banking industry in which customer-contact people are evaluated  on  their  ability  to handle  three or four standard problems. One competition is for the people who do the transactions; another is for those who open accounts, process loans, and handle non-routine problems; and the third is for supervisors. 


Most service organizations in Japan have quality circles (QCs).  These employee groups meet regularly (outside of business hours) to attempt to brainstorm and improve efficiency and service.  Sanwa, one of the first Japanese banks to introduce QCs, had at one time well over 2,000 active groups.  The emphasis has shifted to total quality control  (TQC), which considers broader issues such as how to develop the business and improve the management system. The QC group of doormen in one Japanese hotel  collected names of important people so that they could greet them by name.  Telephone operators’ QC decided to place mirrors in front of the switchboard to improve their self awareness and combat boredom that may interfere with their responses.  Customer satisfaction in Japan is highly quantified and a driving force in the management process.  


CUSTOMER  FEEDBACK  AND  RESPONSE

Japanese companies attach tremendous weight to any customer feedback—complaints and comments. The consumer can return any item with a minimum of bother, since the store will be anxious to know if the item is being returned because of some perceived defect.  Stores are required to make a detailed report to the manufacturer on any defects and to send the offending item back to the manufacturer’s quality control center for careful analysis. Service suppliers as well as manufacturers listen to what users complain about most and then design their products to supply those features. 


The preoccupation with such service is a major element in the Japanese business strategy, since capturing market share depends not only on the ability of the manufacturer to provide a captive distribution network, but also on the kind of quality control and after-sales service that will ensure the company’s success in penetrating the market. Consumers expect a serious reaction because it is a measure of the company’s sincerity and trustworthiness. In return for a serious reaction, buyers are prepared to give the company a treasure-trove of information: how they used the product, how it could be improved, what they thought of competitors, and much more. Japanese consumers expect an immediate response from the manufacturer. Many customer complaints center around scratches and other exterior damage.  Retailers,  therefore,  must take  extra care  in handling  merchandise to prevent damage. Standards for product performance are also strict.  Quality assurance and satisfaction, as in Japanese manufacturing, are built into Japanese products rather than added as an afterthought.  JAL gives its cabin crews longer etiquette and politeness training than any other airline, so its customers rarely need to demand an apology or a refund. Service must precede all products, regardless of how advanced or unique they are. Service teaches the entire organization about what the customer really wants—not just what the supplier thinks he or she wants.

*

JAPANESE   CUSTOMER   SERVICE 

The concept of serving the customer, and transforming this capability into a point of differentiation, takes on a whole new dimension in Japan.  Japanese customers demand the very best in quality and service, and they pay for it.  Since the world is  intensely competitive, Japanese companies have learned to make service a unique definer. When competitors are roughly matched, those that stress customer service  usually win. Maintaining continual relationships with Japanese customers requires an ongoing commitment to service. The Japanese philosophy is to listen to what the customer really wants—not what the supplier organization wants to give or thinks the customer wants.  Americans have always believed that if you build a better mousetrap, the customers will beat a path to your door.  The Japanese believe that if you beat a path to your customer’s door, you will build a better mousetrap.


First-rate service is the standard by which all Japanese products/services are judged. First-rate in Japan is  a level of attentiveness and care for the customer’s personal needs, as well as business needs, where the Japanese surpass the usual measurements of involvement. Sabisu  is the  Japanese word for “service”:  helpful, beneficial or friendly action. The service-minded Japanese attach importance to promptness. The rare tip given in Japan is a token of appreciation for, rather than in anticipation of, good service and helps to establish a rapport between the guest and the host. Japanese firms deliver a much higher level of personal service than those in the United States, an estimated 60 percent higher; however, they have not exported their service culture and systems to the United States.



Service is expected as part of the purchase. This extends to after-sales attention.  Consumers demand reliability and superior after-sales service  and  will  change  brands  if  they  find  an  item functions poorly.  The Japanese feel that if it is a quality product, it will not need to be repaired.  If it does need service, that should be forthcoming as a matter of course. In general, the Japanese expect free after-sales service and longer warranty periods. A considerable reluctance exists in Japan to charge for service, as there remains a great deal of resistance to service contracts.  A problem experienced by a Japanese customer must be fixed with no regard to cost.  Then the customer, being a long-term partner, will tend to work to find an amenable settlement for services rendered, often without any written communication. Otherwise, such charges usually must be either bundled with the parts or included in upgrade packages.


The tradition of Japanese hospitality dates back centuries.  Under the shogun regimes, feudal lords were required to leave their families in Tokyo and return to their territories on alternate years. Each of the more than 300 lords had to lead a procession of hundreds of samurai  every two years. Fifty-three guest houses (honjin) were established between Osaka and Tokyo.  In those days, kimono-clad maids brought hot water in a bucket and washed travelers’ tired feet upon arrival.  The honjin  served hot green tea with pickled plums (to kill any germs picked up walking along the dirt road). Traditional ryokan  (Japanese hotels) are characterized by communal hot baths, extensive room service, and a room maid assigned to the total care of the guest. A service person will be assigned four rooms and will be responsible for all services to the guests in those rooms. Most hotels in Japan employ hostesses to usher people into elevators.  Long before you approach the elevator, they press the call button for you, they bow as you approach, and their gloved hands direct you into the open elevator, holding the door open until all their passengers have entered; all large department stores also offer  escalator  hostess service.  


Japanese consumers frequent department stores because they find these stores more pleasant, even though they know the stores are using more personnel than necessary.  They go out of their way to visit fancy boutiques and high-class shops even when they know goods will be more expensive. They do this because it flatters their egos to be received and pampered as very select customers whose patronage is highly desired. The Japanese consumers has been raised since a child to expect superior service in a culture which places the buyer considerably above the seller in terms of status.  The Japanese consumer demands the pampering from shops, not only because of the buyer-seller relationship, but also due to the fact that getting such reception from the store is about the only pampering a Japanese consumer will get during his or her life from any producer. 

*

SERVICE—AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE JAPANESE MARKETING STRATEGY 
  


In Japan, basic service means the customer is never wrong. Even a customer’s misuse of a product is seldom considered an excuse for not fixing the problem; it is the firm’s responsibility to make sure that the customer knows how to use the product. Customer complaints are handled differently than in the United States.  The first person who hears about the problem must take total responsibility for dealing with the customer even if some other department eventually becomes involved. One anecdote has become the classic in describing Japanese fanaticism for service:  

While in Japan, a couple purchased a Sony compact disc player. The next morning while attempting to demonstrate it, it would not work; there were no innards.  Before the husband could call the store at 10 a.m., the phone rang.  It was the store apologizing profusely  and indicating a store vice-president was on his way over with a new disc player. Upon being alerted that the clerk had sold a floor model, the supervisor went up the chain of command to the vice-president.  All worked all night long to track down the local address of the couple (calling all nearby hotels and finally locating the couple through his parents via a home phone number from American Express).  The couple was given not only a new player, but also a set of towels, a box of cakes,  and a Chopin disk.  


In Japanese retail stores, customers are treated as honored guests. When a customer enters an establishment, staff members nearby will greet the customer with a standardized call of irasshai mase  (welcome). This will often be stated in a loud, vigorous  tone, which becomes moderated and more decorous as the status of the establishment increases. When the customer leaves, there will be a chorus of arigatoo gozai masu  (thank you very much) from all nearby staff. One can observe this same phenomenon in hotels, where you will be greeted each time you enter the hotel during your stay and wished a pleasant day each time you leave the lobby.  Customers receive a much higher level of attention and service than found in the West. 


Koichi Satoh, president and general manager of the Hotel Okura says,  “The only thing we deliver or are trying to deliver to our guests is satisfaction . . . we have nothing else.”  The hotel has installed private fax and data lines with individual numbers. Detailed planning is the norm:  “What if a mega-earthquake hits you in the middle of the night damaging the kitchen: will you say ‘I’m sorry guests, no breakfast?” In our business, no excuse is accepted when something goes wrong.  We have provisions of food and water for three days.” Service tops the list of a survey of Japanese guests from the New York marketing office of New Otani Hotels, while  American  guests  (on the same survey) gave priority to  the physical amenities of the room  and hotel security.


In Japan, the concept of total lifestyle retailing reigns, characterized by a sense of social responsibility and a view that their cultural activities serve as a means of discharging of their obligations to society.  Most stores provide a minimum of two week’s full-time induction training, the aim being to integrate the staff into a productive and loyal team. The second week is in-store training.  Afterward, the staff is inspected daily on the floor in a military fashion to check that their appearance is up to the typical high Japanese standard. Substantial role playing, customer interactions, and videotaping are used in the training process of even the lowest-level employee. American companies like KFC, McDonald's, and Pizza Hut have mastered this and have had great success in appealing to the Japanese consumer and affecting cultural change in dining habits. 


Service to a Japanese vendor means no effort will be spared to make the customer feel he or she is the center of everything. To a retail establishment, this means enough salespeople so that no customer will have to wait long, many assistant mangers looking to see that everyone is looked after properly, even a place to leave their children, and maybe exhibits to see while in the store.  Often there will be one young lady to help customers into the elevator, another to push the button and call out the floors, and a third to bow low to arriving customers. Having one young lady just to continuously wipe off the escalator railings is the typical high service level for a Japanese retail establishment. At such stores, the prices paid is commensurate with the service expected.  Because consumers are paying a premium for the department store’s name, they expect not just premium packaging but superior, overwhelming service. Not to do so would endanger the store’s prestige, loyalty, and status.


Having one person coordinating both sales and service forces the employees to look on service as a sales function.  Frequently, repeat orders/business are sold not by the salesman, but by the serviceman. Personal service with face-to-face representation is not only desired, but also demanded in Japan.  The Western practice of monitoring calls from faraway centers and scheduling service based on a predetermined schedule for the customer’s area is much too impersonal for the Japanese consumers, who prefer a local salesperson to assist them and preferably the same one who sold them the product.
OKYAKASUMA WA KAMISAMA DESU—THE  CUSTOMER  IS  GOD 



For Japanese companies, the “customer is king” attitude is not good enough. In the United States, it is said the customer is always right; in Japan, it is said okyakasuma wa kamisama desu—the customer is god. This orientation to service to others is drilled into the Japanese from childhood as an ingrained attitude derived from the Confucian philosophy of respecting one’s elders and parents. By the time a Japanese employee enters a company, knowing how to treat a customer is second nature. This attitude of respect permeates the entire organization. When the company loses face, each member of the organization accepts culpability and shame: It is not the company, but my company. Anshin is the Japanese word for “trust from the heart” or for security and comfort. The object is to increase the comfort level of one’s customers, to go far beyond providing quality products on time; typical Japanese customers want to feel in touch and comfortable with their business partners and suppliers. Anshin is to understand the customer’s needs; to be responsive to customer demands is an obligation, not a luxury. Service, therefore, becomes the invisible element in marketing for Japanese manufacturers.




The supplier’s obligation to his customer goes beyond maintenance and service.  Japanese vendors work closely with their customers. The Japanese believe that their job is to identify with and support their customers, to act as the customer liaison officer and advocate within their own company.   Their motto is “spoil the customer and satisfy his whims or whatever is needed to hold his business.”  They exist solely to provide devoted service over time to build up a weight of obligation and dependence that has to be repaid—through sales orders, recommendations, and so on. To the Japanese, word-of-mouth recommendations and who you know are far more important than advertising.


The goals of attaining anshin  are to enhance satisfaction and to give the customer the assurance that the company will be there for him. Even more important, good communications serve to mitigate the kinds of misunderstandings that can damage long-term relationships. Addressing key issues immediately reassures customers that they have a vendor that is committed to their success. This is done because, according to Japanese custom, the individual is at ease only when the spirit is “satisfied.” Ki ga susumanai  roughly means  “my spirit is dissatisfied” and is used to describe feelings of incompleteness about any  unfinished  business.   Japanese  firms  intuitively understand that retaining an old customer is less expensive than acquiring a new one.  Customer loyalty fosters repeat business and referrals. Anshinkan  (peace of mind)  is designed to reassure customers that the store is reliable and trustworthy. Customers have the perception that their needs will be satisfied. Japanese consumers demand stricter enforcement of quality, cost, delivery, and service standards than do American consumers and usually get it from their suppliers.   



Kikubari  means that one is extremely sensitive to other people’s concerns and needs and thus responds to the unstated, doing whatever is necessary to help the customer solve his or her problems. This often means throwing in something for free. Other key Japanese concepts that contribute to an understanding of their demand for service include nintai  (patience); kao   (face); giri   (a duty, an undischarged debt to a person); and on  (the obligation that is felt because of a kindness or loyalty bestowed) (Alston, 1989). The Japanese usually consider it impolite to distrust anyone and believe that the other party will most naturally live up to the trust placed in him.  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. This is particularly so if you are a vendor. 


The tradition of service, especially among the female portion of the Japanese population, has a heritage that is centuries old. The historical role model for Japanese women is that of a person trained to make life pleasant and comfortable for her customers, especially male customers.  Another part of the reason behind this tradition of superior service can be traced back to postwar Japan with its large pool of inexpensive labor. Then little economic incentive existed to cut back on services; services provided competitive advantages over one’s competitors.  Now, even with much higher labor costs and growing labor shortages, it is difficult for any competitor to reduce service without adversely affecting the firm’s customer orientation and  suffering market losses to competitors. A failure to deliver service comparable to that of competitors could result in dissatisfaction, complaints and a long-lasting loss of market position.  It is the typical game-theory scenario: everyone would profit if everyone would do so; but if only one were to cheat and not do so, it would gain and all the other competitors would lose.  Japanese serving fellow Japanese do not need to ask, “Is everything okay?” since they already know the answer without asking (by reading subtle nonverbal behaviors), or they would ask the question in a more culturally appropriate way.  Such behavior is expected in Japan but is not transferable to the United States.

