Learning from the Japanese
By Anwer Mooraj

IN the nineteenth century, many European composers saw Japan as some sort of musical comedy nation.

They were fascinated by its charming old-world culture, its Sumo wrestlers charging like raging bulls, its tea ceremonies and flower arrangements, its geishas in kimonos, fans fluttering in their hands, opening paper-thin sliding doors and gliding noiselessly across wooden floors, while the samurai wielded two-handed swords and settled old scores. Some decided to set the country to music.

In Austria, Franz Lehar produced his delightful operetta ‘The Land of Smiles’ in which the world’s greatest tenor Richard Tauber sang what is arguably the western world’s most famous ballad “Dein is mein ganzes Herz”. From Britain, Gilbert and Sullivan rustled up their eighth Savoy opera, a hugely successful, effervescent two-act musical called ‘The Mikado’, subtitled ‘The Town of Titipu’; and from Italy there came that heart-rending opera ‘Madame Butterfly’ by Giacomo Puccini.

The West’s perception of the Nippon kingdom changed drastically during the Taisho and early Showa periods when Imperial Japan defeated Czarist Russia in 1905 after one of the world’s most famous naval battles. Later, when Japanese soldiers invaded Manchuria and China, renaming the former Manchuko, the western world took note. Japanese technology had been put to its most devastating use.

The Japanese understandably don’t like to discuss the war, or the fact that in the last stage of the struggle they were fighting a rear guard action against the collective military might of 16 nations. It is the period after the war that is of most concern to countries around the world, many of whom, like Pakistan and India, failed to grasp the elan vitale that catapulted a nation of 30 million people to its predominant place in world industry.

After the Second World War, one often heard the cliche about Japan losing the war and winning the peace. Exactly what it was that turned a militarily defeated nation into one of the world’s great industrial giants, has always been a great mystery, and has made western management theories look old fashioned and ill-equipped to handle challenges posed by international competition.

Carol Kennedy in her Guide to the Management Gurus listed 33 management thinkers who have had an effect on policymakers in the West. The list included Chris Argyris, Peter Drucker, Frederick Herzberg, Douglas McGregor, Abraham Maslow and Max Weber. Surprisingly, only one Japanese name surfaced in this highly informative book — that of Kenichi Ohmae, which is not at all surprising.

Japanese management theories have not coalesced and developed into what could be referred to as ‘a general theory of Japanese management’. In short, no all embracing theory has as yet evolved from what could be called the ‘mutual mediation’ of historical and theoretical studies of local Japanese business management practices. A possible reason for this is that there is too much focus on specifically Japanese traits within its system of management. And this ranges from cultural aspects embedded within business, to issues of the financial system, relations with government, ‘kigyoshudan’ and ‘keiretsu’, industrial relations and labour management and management methods such as production control.

Nevertheless, some of the mystique of Japanese management was unveiled in a recent presentation organized by the Institute of Business Administration and the 21st Century Business and Economics Club. The speaker was Tsunenari Tokugawa, a soft-spoken modern day mandarin descended from a long line of Japanese nobility. He made a number of observations which have been borne out by theorists who specialize in the Japanese industrial scene.

The main thrust of his lecture was: the Japanese style of management is based on ethics, honour and credibility. A group that has lost its credibility has little chance of survival. His talk was also peppered with delightful asides like: in Japan people use up twigs and leaves. They don’t cut down trees. If they did, they wouldn’t have any paper. And: while some countries impose an authoritarian form of management, in Japan management takes place through consensus. Once consensus is reached, the whole body becomes very strong.

The one that raised quite a few eyebrows was his reference to a BBC survey conducted towards the end of last year in which the news channel asked viewers to vote on which country or bloc had made the most positive contribution to world culture. The European Union headed the list, followed closely by Japan. At the bottom of the list were the United States and Iran.

By the late 1970s people had started to notice how successful Japanese industry had become. In industry after industry, including steel, watches, ship building, cameras, automobiles, and electronics, the world marvelled at the way the Japanese were surpassing American and European companies, advertising their wares in neon fluorescence in six out of seven continents. Westerners naturally wanted to know why.

All kinds of theories were aired to explain the success of the Japanese companies. Some of the pegs on which analysts hung their theories included higher employee morale; dedication, and loyalty; lower cost structure, including wages; effective government industrial policy; modernization after the Second World War leading to high capital intensity and productivity; economies of scale associated with increased exporting; relatively low value of the yen leading to low interest rates and capital costs, low dividend expectations, and inexpensive exports; superior quality control techniques such as total quality management and other systems.

These explanations were more or less accepted, until it was discovered that the mechanism was not always firing on all cylinders. In fact, by 1980, the Japanese cost structure was seen to be higher than the American and the West German. The first management theorists who attempted an explanation were Richard Pascale and Anthony Athos in their 1981 publication The Art of Japanese Management. They claimed that in spite of occasional hiccups the main reason for Japanese success was their superior management techniques.

They divided management into seven aspects: strategy, structure, systems, skills, staff, style, and subordinate goals. The first three of the seven S’s were called hard factors — and this is where American companies excelled. The remaining four aspects, skills, staff, style, and subordinate values were called soft factors and, in their view, were not well understood by American businesses of the time. The Americans did not yet place great value on corporate culture, shared values and beliefs, and social cohesion in the workplace.

In Japan the task of management was seen as managing the whole complex of human needs, economic, social, psychological, and spiritual. In America and indeed parts of the western world, work was seen as something that was separate from the rest of one’s life. It was quite common for Americans to exhibit a very different personality at work compared to the rest of their lives. Pascale and Athos also highlighted the difference between decision-making styles; hierarchical in America, and consensus in Japan. They also claimed that American business lacked long-term vision, preferring instead to apply management fads and theories in a piecemeal fashion.

A year later in The Mind of the Strategist Kenichi Ohmae claimed that strategy in America was too analytical. Strategy should be a creative art. It is a frame of mind that requires intuition and intellectual flexibility. He claimed that Americans constrained their strategic options by thinking in terms of analytical techniques, rote formula, and step-by-step processes. He compared the culture of Japan in which vagueness, ambiguity, and tentative decisions were acceptable, and preferable to American culture that valued fast decisions.

So far this writer has not come across a comprehensive book based on Japanese management which could prove useful to heads of companies in Pakistan. Most of the industrialists, like the family oligarchs, who have their own unique, individual style of management, wouldn’t know what to do with such a volume even if it was made available. However, many local organizations have come to realize that the most successful organizations are the ones that make the most effective use of their people.

A welcome development in recent years in Pakistani companies is the induction of people specializing in human resource management. The problem is that most HRM specialists believe that their role ends once an employee has been selected and inducted.

