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Japan is enormously important in the world economy and to the bottom lines of many U.S. firms, making the performance of expatriate managers there critical.  Yet many companies hobble their chances of selecting the best candidate for an overseas assignment by unnecessarily restricting the candidate pool and eliminating female candidates strictly for gender reasons.  When considering expatriate managers, most companies do not seriously consider posting their women managers.  Still, can a woman be an effective manager in one of the most macho cultures in the world: Japan?


Because of the historical scarcity of local women managers in Japan, combined with the cultural predisposition of the Japanese, it has long been believed that prejudices against women expatriates in Japan would render them ineffective.  This is one myth concerning women expatriates in Japan; unfortunately, there are more.  Fortunately, however, these assumptions are inadequate and outdated.  In fact, there are more barriers facing  Japanese women than foreign women expatriates.  Nevertheless, even today many American companies appear prejudiced against selecting women for international assignments, even though they many lack evidence to support their positions.  


While it is true that women expatriates face many challenges, for the most part, in Japan, a woman expatriate’s success or failure is not correlated to the fact that she is a woman.  Foreign women experience some challenges different from those of male managers; however, the majority of the women have been able to overcome them and have used their many advantages to work successfully abroad.  Indeed, most women expatriates feel that they have gained professional acceptance in the Japanese business world--they had to work hard at it, but it was feasible.


“A foreign woman working in Japan?  How intriguing--too bad it would never work” has often been assumed.  Aside from its position as a major trading partner, Japan has long had the image of being a particularly difficult working environment for “Westerners”.  Its people, culture, and business systems have seemed impenetrable to many non-Japanese in general, but even more so for women .  Consequently, there is a common belief that women expatriates could never be successful working in Japan.  However, the growing number of women professionals working in Japan are continually proving that foreign women can successfully work and adjust to living in Japan.  

Japanese Working Women


Japanese women form an important part of the work force in Japan.  In the early 1900s, when Japan’s economy developed rapidly through growth in its textile industry, it was women who were the primary mill workers in the industry.  During the 1990s, women have continued to participate actively in the working environment.  Indeed, some 58 percent of all married women in Japan work.  Of the total work force in 1994, women represented approximately 40 percent.


Although Japanese women hold a range of jobs, by far the largest percentage occupy lower level positions, or work only part-time.  In addition to meaning low pay, such positions tend to offer few opportunities for advancement.  Most Japanese women who have joined the work force have gone the route of the “office lady”.  Office ladies are strictly clerical workers with no promotability.  They are hired with the unwritten understanding that they will retire in approximately three years upon their marriages.  The sexual imbalance in the work force is striking.  Over one-third of Japanese women work as clerical workers, and another fourth work as production process workers or laborers, while only one percent of them work as managers and administrators.


Through Western eyes one striking aspect of Japanese society is its superficial homogeneity and harmony.  And many Japanese are happy to promote the notion of a homogeneous and harmonious work-force in order to explain rising productivity levels and the high quality of Japanese products in the international marketplace.  Indeed, some commentators on Japan’s labor market are inclined to stress the lack of class-consciousness, the egalitarianism in the workplace, and the cooperative commitment to company goals.  However, reality reveals considerably less homogeneity and egalitarianism, especially in respect to working women.  In fact, the labor market is quite distinctly stratified for women, and many observers would argue that women are the most disadvantaged workers in Japan.


It is generally agreed that the double burden which women bear; their primary responsibility in almost all cultures for running the home and caring for the children severely restricts the kinds of income-earning jobs for which they have spare time and effort.  In Japan, where workers are expected to be completely devoted to their primary responsibility, whether they be paid employees or mothers, the potential restrictions on women in the workforce are much higher than in the West.  Japanese women are expected to devote themselves to marriage and family above all else.  Since Japanese businessmen must spend amazingly long hours entertaining clients and making contacts, the task of raising a family traditionally falls almost entirely on the female.


Certain women’s occupations in Japan are almost completely feminized and constricted.  Indeed, the Japanese language is clearly differentiated into distinct male and female words and expressions; therefore, a man’s way of speaking could sound highly inappropriate in many feminized occupations.  In the case of women who do move into occupations which have mostly been held by men, they actually modify their language so that it sounds more appropriately professional.


Even though Japanese women have been relatively active and integral members of the labor force, their position in the labor force has not been strong.  In many cases, employees have to choose soon after entering a company between one of two tracks under the employers’ concept of ‘channeling management’.  Although the two-track system is not discriminatory in the eyes of the law, most women are having to make an irreversible choice early in their careers to join the slow track because of their anxiety that future promotions and potential transfers may upset the stability of their future family.  Therefore, women workers are usually part of the labor force in which their low-paying jobs are considered to be inferior to those of male workers.


In Japan, strong prejudices have traditionally barred women from employment in managerial positions.  A 1988 survey of 1,000 large Japanese companies showed that only 150 of them have any women at all at “kacho” (section-chief) level.  Fewer than 20 of the 1,000 companies have women in positions above that level.  Indeed, it is estimated that women occupy only 1% of the managerial decision-making positions in large Japanese firms.  As one female Japanese executive said, “The company doesn’t expect knowledge, skills, or abilities from women”. 


Yet women led Japan at various times in its early history; the last woman was Empress Kohen (A.D. 749-758).  Women’s rights did not become severely constrained in Japan until the fifteenth century, when the development of the feudal system reinforced the prevailing Confucian morality requiring wives to be subservient to their husbands.  In fact, the written characters for husband literally mean ‘master’.  Some observers like to point out that Japanese personnel policies are based on feudalism, especially the paternalistic attitude of management and the attention paid to status.  And status is undeniably linked to gender.


Gender itself clearly plays a role in women’s subordinate roles in the Japanese working environment.  At least in business, women are seen as the inferior sex in Japan.  The assumption is that Japanese women rarely have interest in the business or professional world, and thus lack business abilities and skills.  Most  Japanese women said the workplace remains “otoko no shakai”, a man’s world.  Consequently, women will be subordinate to men, who are automatically assumed to have business interest and skills.  As one successful Japanese woman put it, “In Japan, the most stupid male is said to be equal to the brightest female” .


The working environment that Japanese women face is without question less than welcoming.  Japanese women face formidable challenges working in Japan’s closed and clubby business circles where much business is generated by personal relationships and transacted after-hours over drink.  “I think that the biggest drawback for businesswomen in Japan is that it’s difficult for them to participate on an equal footing in the after-hours activities,” says a Japanese consular official. Japanese men encounter few professional Japanese women in their workplaces, and generally perceive working women as subordinate, frivolous, and expendable.  


Yet despite all of the obstacles that Japanese working women face, Japanese women are committed to economic activity, if for no other reason than to raise their families’ living standards.   In past years there has been a very clear trend toward longer years of service and an increasing proportion of married women who work.  Moreover, there are indications of a growing awareness in Japan that women constitute an economic resource.  Because of a labor shortage of professionals, the beginning of a women’s movement, and the opening of doors to traditionally male professions, Japan in the next few decades could experience an influx of women into its workforce much like what happened in the 1970s and 1980s in the United States.  Thus the importance of work to women and of women’s work to the Japanese economy is bound to intensify.

Advantages of Being a Woman Expatriate Manager in Japan 


Women expatriates are expected to experience a series of difficulties caused by their being female; however, many women expatriates report that there are numerous professional advantages to being female.  Most frequently, they described the advantage of being highly visible.  Usually, foreign clients are curious about them, want to meet them, and remember them after the first meeting.  Therefore, women find it easier than it is for their male colleagues to gain access to foreign clients’ time and attention.   Women indicate that memorability is greater for foreign women than for foreign men.  As one expatriate woman in Japan said, “It’s the visibility as an expatriate, and even more as a woman.  I stick in their minds.  I know I’ve gotten more business than my two male colleagues because my clients are extra interested in me”.  


In addition, female managers often discover a number of advantages based on their interpersonal skills, including that local men could talk more easily about a wider range of topics with them than with their male counterparts.  An article in Training and Development  tells the story of one woman expatriate working in Japan who found that Japanese male employees opened up and shared their problems with her more readily than they did with her male American counterparts.  Women indicate that their skills for building interpersonal relationships may be better than those of foreign men.  They tend to remember and ask about personal matters and show appreciation for small favors and courtesies.  Particularly in Asian cultures, this attention to the personal side of a business relationship can be critical, and a foreign professional woman may have skills in this area that give her an edge over foreign men.


Additionally, many women say that their ability to adapt to life as outsiders is an advantage.  The Japanese tend to discriminate very clearly between Japanese and non-Japanese and there is a constant sense of exclusion that any foreigner must endure in Japan, particularly in business.  For women who have long experienced exclusion from traditional corporate networks, adapting to the Japanese environment may be slightly easier than for an American male expatriate.



Finally, most women describe benefiting from a “halo effect.”  The majority of the women’s foreign clients had not previously worked with a female expatriate manager.  Similarly, the local community was highly aware of how unusual it was for North American multinationals to send female managers abroad.  Therefore, the local managers assumed that the women would not have been sent unless they were “the best.”  According to one Western woman manager in Japan, “They assumed I must be good if I was sent.  So, they became my friends”.

Disadvantages of Being a Woman Expatriate Manager in Japan


Women expatriates rarely go abroad without anticipating challenges in doing their jobs.  The principal expectations are that, because they are female, they will experience discrimination or problems from their Japanese work colleagues or from Japanese clients or others outside the firm.  Indeed, some foreign clients do exhibit suspiciousness concerning the woman’s professional competence and authority.  Because Japanese men expect Japanese women to hold low-level positions, they have to readjust their thinking to accommodate a foreign woman in a responsible position.  


Women are considerably younger than the typical male expatriate, with the average age just under 30.  Because of their age, women often encounter barriers related to problems with age.  For example, one woman, during her selection interview, was told by the Japanese man interviewing her that she could “expect problems, being a young single woman working in Japan”.  Particularly when women expatriates are in professions that put them in advising positions or in situations where they interact with older Japanese clients, many women feel that their age works against them, at least initially.


One of the more surprising disadvantages women expatriates have reported is the difference between what they had expected in their jobs and the reality.  In many cases, they learned that “serving tea” was part of the job; in other cases, they had expected to oversee the introduction of some new program but discovered that they were expected to do more clerical tasks.  Some are expected to serve tea, clean up, run the copy machines, and be charming to visitors.  Many women find themselves to be an “ornament”, an American with a big title and no responsibility.


However, the majority of the disadvantages involve the women’s relationship with their home companies, not with their foreign colleagues and clients.  A major problem involves the woman’s difficulty in obtaining an international position in the first place.  Another problem involves home companies’ initially limiting the duration of the women’s assignments to six months or a year, rather than offering the more standard two to three years.  This seemingly logical cautious strategy creates an unfortunate self-fulfilling prophecy.  When the company is not convinced that a woman can succeed, it communicates the company’s lack of confidence to foreign colleagues and clients as a lack of commitment; consequently, the foreigners fail to take the woman manager seriously.  As one expatriate woman said, “It is very important to clients that I am permanent.  It increases trust, and that’s critical” .


 A related problem involves the home company’s limiting the woman’s professional opportunities once she is abroad.  Female expatriates experience extreme difficulties in persuading their home companies to give them responsibility and authority equivalent to that given to their male counterparts.  Additionally, companies often assume that their own employees are less prejudiced than the foreigners.  In reality, women face more problems from home-country nationals within their own organizations than from foreign clients and colleagues.

The Realities of Women Expatriate Managers in Japan

Japan is frequently viewed as a particularly difficult environment for women expatriates, in part because of a prevailing image of female subservience in Japanese society.  A perception exists that Japan is “culturally tough” for Westerners and has great differences in social values from North American countries.  Japan is, after all, still one of the most macho cultures in the world.  Japanese men do tend to have great difficulty reporting to women simply because they don’t know how to behave when working with a woman (especially one of a different ethnicity) for the first time in their lives.  Consequently, senior managers often conclude that sending foreign women to Japan for business is sheer madness.

 
Japan is enormously important in the world economy and to the bottom lines of many U.S. firms, making the performance of foreign personnel there critical.  Both companies and women managers are probably most concerned with whether foreign professional women working in Japan can perform their jobs well.  Despite the complaints by many U.S. companies about Japan, women can do business in Japan if they have the patience and know-how.  According to the study, the women’s average rating on job performance was 3.5 on a scale of 5, where 3 indicated “fully satisfactory” and 5 indicated “clearly outstanding.”


In reality, Japanese leaders are more accepting of foreign business women than they are of their own talented females.  Many Western women hold positions of importance within Japan today and are adapting well to the unusual business conditions there.  Moreover, they are more likely to experience discrimination from other Japanese women than from the men who are more respectful and accepting of their presence.  Indeed, a number of expatriate women revealed that the greatest disrespect they had suffered came not from male co-workers or clients, but from their female Japanese subordinates--most likely due to resentment that a foreign woman is given opportunities that a Japanese woman is not.  


Western women have much more opportunity in Japan than Japanese women.  As one female expatriate in Japan described: “The Japanese do not expect me to act as a Japanese woman.  They will allow and condone behavior in foreign women that would be absolutely unacceptable in their own women”. The Japanese people give a lot of freedom to foreigners.  And that works to the advantage of working women from the West.  Similarly, a Tokyo-based personnel vice president for a major international bank explained: “Being a foreigner is so weird to the Japanese that the marginal impact of being a woman is nothing.  If I were Japanese woman, I couldn’t be doing what I’m doing here”.  


In spite of the inhospitality toward Japanese women in the workplace, however, foreign professional women perceive they are accepted as professionals by the Japanese they encounter in their work.  Further, acceptance of women in Japanese business is growing.  As economies develop, there’s a greater need for the best and brightest, no matter what the gender.  Age, title, linguistic ability, and the groups with whom they interact appear to influence the overall acceptance the women experience.  In the study, the foreign women professionals feel that ultimately they have been able to establish professional credibility in Japan.


Interestingly, on a continuum of communication styles, American men are at one end, Japanese women are at the other end, and Japanese men and American women fall close together in between.  Like American women, Japanese men tend to be supportive, respectful, tactful, and indirect in their communication styles.  And they express themselves with feelings as well as facts.


Yet most of the women international managers in Japan agree that their sex neither hinders nor helps their careers.  In fact, most believe that her effectiveness has a greater impact on how she is viewed than the fact she is a woman.  In reality, a foreigner is more likely to be accepted when they have competence and the appropriate credentials, regardless of their gender.


One thing seems to be clear: foreigners are seen as foreigners.  A woman who is a foreigner (a gaijin) is not expected to act like the local women.  Therefore, the societal and cultural rules governing the behavior of local women that limit their access to managerial positions and responsibility do not apply to foreign women.  Moreover, foreign women are not expected to assume the cultural roles that societies have traditionally reserved for their own women.

Conclusion


While we might expect the most important characteristic of a female expatriate manager to be that she is a woman and predict her success based on the success of the local women in Japan, that is not the case.  Female expatriate managers are not subject to the same limitations as those imposed on local females.  As one American woman manager said, “They know that I’m an American woman, and they don’t expect me to be like a Japanese woman.”  In fact, the most important characteristic is that expatriates are foreign, and the best predictor of their success is the success of other foreigners in the particular country.


Most Japanese managers and executives see female expatriates as foreigners who happen to be women, not as women who happen to be foreigners: the difference is crucial.  Given the uncertainty in sending women managers to Japan and other areas of the world, previous assumptions about the greater importance of gender over nationality have caused us to make false predictions concerning women’s potential to succeed as executives and managers in foreign countries.  Furthermore, given that the problem is caused primarily by the home companies’ assumptions and decisions, the solutions are largely within their control.


Increased participation for women in global management is a possibility if both organizations and women adopt a flexible approach to international assignments.  This would entail organizations avoiding assumptions about the ability and willingness of women to undertake expatriate assignments and structuring the assignment in such a way as to ensure that the chances of success are high.  Firms can proactively address the special needs of women expatriates and thereby increase the pool of candidates available to send abroad, as well as enhance their adjustment and work performance.  Women need to adopt a proactive stance and educate their companies regarding the abilities of female expatriates, while ensuring that they have the right skills to be eligible. 



Just at the time when the intensity of global competition demands that companies use nothing but their best managers, both the companies and the women are discovering that success is both possible and probable.  Successful companies will select both women and men to manage their cross-border operations.  The option of limiting international management to one gender has become a “luxury” that no company can afford.  Indeed, contrary to the reactions so common even a decade ago about sending women to overseas posts, the evidence mounts daily that many professional women perform beautifully in countries outside their own--even in the challenging setting of Japan.

