














Praise for With Respect to the Japanese: Going to Work in Japan


“I spent 20 years in Japan, but I can honestly say that With Respect to the Japanese opened my eyes to a new and more helpful understanding of the key values and assumptions underlying the way that Japanese think and interact. This new edition has even more practical advice and insights than the first, and I trust it will enlighten the many Westerners now working with Japanese companies in the same way that it did for me.


—Ted Dale, president & Chief Creative Officer, Aperian Global


“A beautifully balanced insider-outsider view of Japanese culture. If the reader observes and participates in Japanese business and culture as the authors suggest, they will no doubt succeed in whatever they intend to do in Japan.”


—Kichiro Hayashi, PhD, professor emeritus, Aoyama Gakuin University, Tokyo, and former president of Japan Society of Multicultural Relations


“Like gourmet chefs, John Condon and Tomoko Masumoto invite us to taste, smell, feel, and experience the rich, subtle, and complex aspects of the Japanese culture. Each course is brilliantly crafted and served, the rhythm flowing seamlessly between concepts, comparisons, examples, and applications. Reading this book makes me want to go to Japan . . . now!”


—Nagesh Rao, professor, Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, India


“A valuable book for those working in Japan for the first time, as well as for those who are in the position to teach or train newcomers to Japan . . . to understand what is expected at the Japanese workplace.”


—Eriko Machi, professor, Reitaku University and president, SIETAR Japan


“The authors’ remarkable cross-cultural acumen shines in this practical, approachable guide to Japanese culture.  Rich with illuminating examples, keen observations, and thoughtful explanations, With Respect to the Japanese is a superb handbook for Western professionals seeking to understand and appreciate the ways of their Japanese counter-parts. Indeed, this insightful book provides readers with a template for approaching any new culture with self-awareness and sensitivity.”


—Ming-Jer Chen, Leslie E. Grayson Professor of Business Administration, The Darden School, University of Virginia


“An eloquent example of the fact that intercultural communication can have exceptional and enduring consequences.”


—George W. Renwick, president, Renwick and Associates


“Impressive insights about cross-cultural communication. This book is highly recommended for those who do business in Japan and the global arena.”


—Kenichi Saito, professor, Kenichi Ohmae Graduate School of Business, former partner of McKinsey & Company, president, ForeSight & Company
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When an earlier edition of this book was published in 1984, it quickly became a bible for Westerners seeking to understand and deal effectively with Japan, then considered the most competitive economy in the world. Now, nearly thirty years later, John C. Condon—with the collaboration of Tomoko Masumoto—has revised, updated, and expanded the classic book, this time aimed especially at Westerners who work in Japanese organizations.


Much in the world has changed since 1984. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and the rise of the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) economies have all contributed to the rapid globalization we are all witnessing. In the United States, few in the 1980s would have predicted the Internet boom and bust of the 1990s, the devastation of September 11, 2001, or the election of the nation’s first African American president in 2008. Japan— usually considered a conservative and slowly changing society—saw the bursting of its real estate bubble in the early 1990s, the ensuing “lost decade” of economic stagnation, and, in 2009, a “regime change”—the election into office of the first genuine non-Liberal Democratic Party government in fifty-four years, seen by many as the most significant political event in postwar Japanese history.


Despite these momentous changes, continuities remain. The U.S. retains its position as the world’s superpower, Japan remains a center of high technology and the world’s second-largest economy measured in GDP, and the two countries are still close allies and partners. And, as was the case in the 1980s, the deeply rooted cultural differences between Japan and the U.S. (and the West) continue to impede communication, understanding, and cooperation, whether on the level of individuals, corporations, nonprofits, or governments.


That is why this book is so important. It provides an excellent guide for those who wish to understand differences between Japan and the West, and how to deal with them so that communication, collaboration, and cooperation can be improved. While reading this book, I found myself repeatedly nodding in agreement with the points being made, based on my lifetime of observing and participating in Japan’s interactions with the West. Let me cite a few examples:


1. Honne and tatemae. The discussion in Chapter 3 of honne and tatemae and in Chapter 4 of 16 different ways to say “no” reminded me that this is one of the most fundamental sources of miscommunication and misunderstanding between Westerners and Japanese. The Anglo-American tradition of individualism, empiricism, and debate naturally leads many Westerners to want to focus on “the facts, nothing but the facts.” The Japanese tradition of preserving group harmony and eschewing public confrontation and debate often leads to avoid saying “no” or to agree in principle but not necessarily on the specifics. This is a constant source of misunderstanding and even mistrust, when the Westerner later realizes that what he or she thought was a “yes” turned out to be merely a face-saving way to say “no.” In a best-selling book published in 1989, a well-known Dutch journalist even went so far as to define tatemae as “socially sanctioned deceit.”


2. Oral expression. The discussion in Chapter 4 of “Speech is silver, but silence is golden” reminded me of the following story. A Japanese friend of mine who spent one year as an AFS (American Field Service) exchange student in the U.S. told me that when she did not speak up in meetings at her American high school, her teachers and classmates considered her to be stupid (the American assumption was that her silence indicated ignorance). Upon returning to her high school in Tokyo, when she spoke up in meetings, her teachers and classmates considered her to be stupid (for not having enough Japanese common sense to maintain group harmony by staying silent). It is indeed difficult to appear intelligent in both societies while acting similarly in both, since there are values and actions considered desirable in one society—such as speaking up in the U.S.—that are considered undesirable in the other.


3. Modesty. The discussion in Chapter 4 of modesty reminded me of the following. In Japan, if a person appears to be overly confident of his or herself, he or she risks losing the support of others, since the attitude of many Japanese is, “If you’re so confident of yourself, you certainly don’t need my support.” On the other hand, one of the surest ways to lose the support of Westerners is to appear to lack confidence, since the Western attitude is often, “How can we have confidence in you if you don’t have confidence in yourself?” This explains, in part, the lack of confidence shown by some senior Japanese leaders when giving speeches, versus the supreme self-confidence displayed by even junior Westerners when making presentations. This tendency to avoid exuding confidence can be a disadvantage to Japanese who are capable but modest when Westerners interview them for a promotion or for a new job.


4. Time. The discussion in Chapter 6 of time reminded me that Japanese are distinctively (some might say obsessively) punctual. In the West, it is considered normal to show up at dinners and parties “fashionably late”—a few minutes or (especially in southern Europe and Latin America) even an hour or more past the appointed time. In fact, showing up earlier could be embarrassing to the host, who may not have arrived at the restaurant or may be doing last-minute preparations at home. However, in Japan, guests usually show up exactly at the appointed time, or even earlier, to show their respect for the host. Thus, Japanese are often irritated at Westerners for being so rude as to show up late, whereas Westerners are often annoyed at Japanese for being so inconsiderate as to show up early. Each is trying to be polite and considerate to the other, but not being understood or appreciated.


5. Human relationships. The discussion in Chapter 6 of time and relationships correctly highlights the fact that Japanese tend to value long-term human relationships more than do many Westerners. And these relationships can importantly affect one’s success doing business in Japan. Whereas many Westerners view business as a series of spot transactions unrelated to each other based purely on objective economic criteria such as price, many Japanese base business decisions in part on the trust and confidence they have in their counterparts, since service, maintenance, and reliability include human factors in addition to the quality of the product being sold. In addition, in Japan, Company A may make certain concessions to Company B on the expectation that, in the future, Company B will reciprocate. But such implicit deals can work only if there is shared memory between the companies, based on the continuity of relationships between individuals over time.


These are just a few of the many examples from my experiences that came to mind as I was reading this valuable book. My examples may seem trivial, but as explained by Condon and Masumoto, small differences on the surface can hide more fundamental differences based on upbringing, education, culture, and values. And these differences can lead to profound business, economic, political, and national security consequences.


Of course, globalization is having its impact on Japan. With more foreigners and foreign direct investment in Japan and with more Japanese spending time abroad, it is increasingly difficult to draw hard-and-fast lines between “Japanese” and “non-Japanese.” Indeed, some younger Japanese who have spent long periods of time abroad are individualistic rather than group-oriented, self-assertive rather than modest, articulate in foreign languages rather than reticent, and combative rather than harmonious. But these individuals are still the exception in Japan, especially outside of Tokyo.


So, for Westerners who deal with the mainstream of Japan, this book is highly recommended. It will sensitize readers to differences between Japan and the West, explain why these differences exist, and suggest how to overcome them. It is an invaluable guide to promote communication, understanding, and cooperation between Westerners and Japanese.


Glen S. Fukushima
Former President, American Chamber of Commerce in Japan


Glen S. Fukushima is President and CEO of Airbus Japan. An American of Japanese ancestry who grew up in a bilingual and bicultural environment, he was educated at Stanford, Harvard, Keio, and Tokyo University. His career has spanned academia, journalism, law, government, and business. He has worked for one European and four American global companies and served as Vice President and President of the American Chamber of Commerce in Japan from 1993 to 1999.
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The first edition of this book was written primarily for people from the United States who were looking for some information and guidance about working with people from Japan. The reader would have been aware that challenges invariably arise when people from different backgrounds, with sometimes very different life experiences and social values, attempt to communicate with mutual respect.


We hope this new edition will be of interest and helpful to the same imagined reader as well as many Westerners. The revised and expanded form of this book is directed especially to readers who are seriously considering, or are actively involved in, going to work in Japan, in Japanese organizations, and conversing to some extent in the Japanese language. Such potential readers would have been rare at the time of the earlier edition of this book, but today they number in the thousands.


As Glen Fukushima describes in his splendid Foreword to this edition, both Japan and the United States—and their manifold relationships—have changed considerably since the first edition was published. Along with dramatic political and economic changes is a history of increased social contact between people from Japan and the U.S., Canada, Europe, and elsewhere. Crossing the ocean today to study, for a short visit, or for work is not at all unusual, and even when staying at home, daily contacts via the internet to people, information, and myriad images have made what felt distant decades ago now feel closer, even familiar. The Japanese government’s efforts to promote kokusaika (internationalization) have also been effective, both in Japan and abroad. Tens of thousands of non-Japanese have made an impact in school classrooms and local government offices throughout Japan through the auspices of the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Program. In the realm of business, engineering, and science, thousands of people have been part of a number of internship programs, which provide opportunities for many serious people from abroad to enter Japanese organizations for periods of a few months to a few years. Their ages ranged from early twenties to late fifties and included many with considerable work experience as engineers, scientists, and in business organizations; several had advanced degrees.


Tomoko Masumoto has studied the experiences of these expatriate workers, mostly in the role of “intern,” and those of their Japanese coworkers and supervisors for more than a decade, and findings and insights from her work pervade this new edition. Indeed, one of the most striking findings is the similarity of initial challenges experienced irrespective of age and experience. As with so much of intercultural communication, problems may arise less from our ignorance of where we are going to work than from ignorance of our own values, assumptions, and expectations acquired in the experience of where we are coming from. The men and women from the United States and Canada who were interviewed in this research ranged in age from their twenties to their mid-forties. Most had work experience, some with many years in positions of responsibility. Many were engineers and scientists who worked in laboratories; others came to Japan to gain experience working in company offices. Nearly all had some preparation about Japanese culture and had studied, to varying degrees, the Japanese language. Though each person’s experience was unique there was remarkable consistency among the challenges, frustrations, and satisfactions they described. Even those people who had studied Japanese culture and management in college reacted similarly to those who had much less preparation. The reason is because intercultural communication is at least as much about one’s own personal and cultural background, values, assumptions, and expectations as it is about studying how things work in another culture.


It is helpful to keep in mind that each of us is like no other person—we are each unique in our experience, hopes, and behavior. Some find it a wonder that we communicate as well as we do, even with others in our own family. However, because of each person’s individual qualities of temperament, personality, and even sense of humor, we can form bonds of friendship with people who otherwise would seem to have little in common with us if we only paid attention to our different cultural backgrounds.


It is also true that each of us is like all other people—at some fundamental level we share much, which is one reason why we can respond to works of art and literature created at very different times and places. This book is about intercultural communication, not interspecies or intergalactic communication. Intercultural communication assumes that each of us is more likely to share assumptions, expectations, and behavior with those with whom we share a similar upbringing and social history. It is here, however, that we must urge caution about some of the categories used in discussing intercultural relations. People may share a nationality and language but differ considerably across generations, particularly in societies that have undergone great changes within a lifetime. A new Japanese employee reared by parents who grew up during Japan’s bubble economy does not have the same experience as a Japanese manager whose parents lived through the war and post-war period. The life experience of women is not the same as that of men, irrespective of nationality. There may be ethnic, racial, and religious differences within a society, including Japan; there are regional differences, urban and rural differences, and many more that should give pause when speaking of “the Japanese” or “the Canadians” or about those from the U.S. or anywhere else. All the more so with a word like “Westerner.” In Japan today there are many people from other Asian countries and from South America who work in factories and who provide other services including in the field of healthcare. We can all learn from studies of their experiences, too, but this book is written about and for those who have gone to Japan primarily from North America and Europe.


In the realm of everyday or popular culture, even people who are not particularly interested in Japan may be familiar with many Japanese foods, martial arts, and, today especially, manga and anime. Indeed, as we note in the book, a principal attraction for many of those who want to go to work in Japan is spurred by an initial attraction to anime, manga, and related graphic genres more than by the motivation to learn about Japanese organizational communication and management. But as Glen Fukushima also affirms, intercultural communication challenges persist with an impressive consistency. Our research indicates that even those who take Japanese language classes, study about many aspects of Japanese culture and society, and participate in workshops or training programs in intercultural communication are still likely to confront everyday challenges when they go to work in Japan. Almost certainly their presence in the organization will also pose challenges for their Japanese coworkers, supervisors, and friends.


In this new edition, we try to draw attention to these everyday issues, particularly those that are noted during the first months and years of going to work in Japan. We hope that in some small way this book can contribute to the goal of working across cultures with increased understanding, encouragement, and, always, with respect.


John C. Condon
Tomoko Masumoto
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Acknowledging the many people who contribute to all that goes into a book is important, risky, and bound to be incomplete. It is important for the obvious reasons, risky because names will be left out in an effort to limit numbers or through oversight soon regretted. Even a very long list will ultimately be incomplete; we are influenced by people whose names we never knew, and by those whose words or actions take on special significance only after time.


There are a number of organizations and people who we wish to thank for their assistance in making this book possible. Research support was provided by agencies of the governments of the United States and Japan, including the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology, and the Grants-in-Aid for Scientific Research. Many individuals, including Alexander DeAngelis and Randall Soderquist of the National Science Foundation, Koto White of the U.S. Air Force Office of Scientific Research, and Hiro Kanda and Minoru Umemoto of the Japan External Trade Organization, kindly gave information and assistance in the study of the JIMT programs.
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We wish to thank Erika Heilman and Jennifer Olsen at Intercultural Press and Nicholas Brealey Publishing for their kind encouragement and for their professional advice. And we want to say thank you to Kichiro Hayashi and to Glen and Sakie Fukushima for the wisdom they have shared over many years of friendship, with special thanks to Glen for his kindness in writing such a eloquent and helpful Foreword to this book.


Finally, we want to thank the dozens of current and former interns from the United States and Canada with whom we spent many rewarding hours as they shared stories of their experiences of working in Japan, times difficult and times precious. For sharing their memories, advice, and also their lingering uncertainties, we wish to express our deepest gratitude. Their names must remain anonymous, but we hope readers find the insights and encouragement they offer throughout this book helpful.


John C. Condon
Tomoko Masumoto





ONE
All I Really Need to Know, They Learned in Kindergarten



[image: Images]


In All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, a best-selling book in the United States some years ago, author Robert Fulghum wrote of the simple wisdom of learning to share everything, hold hands, and stick together when crossing the street. The book reminded millions that so much of what we value and share was given shape when we were just five or six years old. Decades before Fulghum’s delightful book, a revealing study was conducted by researchers in Japan in which children’s behavior in U.S. and international school kindergartens was compared with that of Japanese children in their kindergartens.


A team of Japanese and American researchers visited several kindergartens in Japan. These included American schools and international schools strongly influenced by U.S. schools (in staffing, curriculum, language used, and enrollment). Others were yōchien, Japanese kindergartens. The researchers were interested in children’s drawings. They wondered if, given the same instructions, the children from different cultures would make significantly different pictures. If Michael drew a picture of the sun, for example, would he color it yellow while Mariko’s sun would be colored red, just like the sun in her country’s flag? The answer, as it turned out, was a resounding “yes,” so much so that almost anybody could sort through the hundreds of drawings and nearly always guess which were done by Japanese children and which were drawn by North American, Australian, and some European children.


But as culture is more a process than its products, more an event than an object, the truly revealing differences appeared in how the children made their pictures. If we take a closer look at what happened when these children were asked to “draw a picture of your family,” we can learn a good deal about Japanese and other ways of looking at the world and doing things. We can also anticipate some of the problems that can result when people from different cultures attempt to work together.


To begin with, the seating arrangements in each school were different. In some American classrooms there were individual desks, while in others the children sat on the floor. In all of the Japanese kindergartens, however, the children sat around tables in groups of six or eight.


The roles of the teachers were also different. When the researchers visited a school to ask the children to draw the pictures, the American teachers invited the visitors to “go right ahead and tell the boys and girls what you want them to do.” In the Japanese schools, however, all communication was handled by the teacher who remained the authority, the responsible person, and the go-between. “Tell me what you want me to tell the children,” the teacher would say.


How the children began and how they carried out the activity also differed. Usually, as soon as an American child received a sheet of paper he or she would begin to draw. When the picture was finished, the child would hold it up to be collected or would bring it to the teacher’s desk. In the Japanese schools the children waited until all of the papers had been distributed. Then, at each table, the children looked at each other and talked a little about what they were supposed to do. Then, table by table, and almost as if by signal, all the children would begin to draw. Throughout the activity, children would turn and look at what the others were doing. Those who finished first waited until the others were done, and when all were finished the drawings were collected.


When children showed difficulty in drawing someone in the family, the responses of the teachers were also different. The Japanese teacher would usually assist the child, not infrequently taking the child’s hand and guiding the crayon. (This is truly “hands-on learning!” It is the same method used to teach Japanese children other skills, such as writing and bowing.) In the American schools, the teachers encouraged the children with words: “Just do your best” or “It’s your father and your picture, and you should try to draw him the way you see him.”
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