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Facing a No-Win Situation

The reason why this question has become an issue is large-
ly because the Japanese have been successful in capturing
surprisingly large shares of foreign markets, in too short a
period of time. There are many reasons for this. Many of
them are known by enlightened Japan hands. It is not the
scope of this short essay to touch upon them.

For those who haven't studied, it is very tempting to
simply say that the Japanese work too hard. This reminds us
of the earlier argument which held that Japan's success in
world markets was because of cheap wages. Both arguments
are very wrong and very dangerous for they disguise the real
reasons for Japan's productivity and business achievements. ft
is also most unforrunate because if foreign countries and

their businessmen and policy makers are led to believe that
“cheap wages” or “hard work” explain Japan’s results, they
face a no-win sitaation. Wages cannot be reduced, nor will
the people of other countries readily welcome the sacrifice
of working harder and longer. In_the meantime, non-
Japanese competitors will fail to implement the concrete
management measures which have really helped Japan and
time is wasted instead of developing the needed and useful
Japanese practices and systems.
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Can We Say that the Japanese Work Too
Hard?

For most Japanese the answer is a flag no. The reason is
that the Japanese really enjoy their work, and the line be-
tween work and play barely exists for most Japanese. For
many Japanese, work is play and play is work. This is a big
reason why they don’t go out of their way to take all the
days of vacation which are available to them, even though
the company often very sincerely encourages them to do so.
Even when a Japanese leaves work, or plays golf on 2 Sun-
day, chances are he will be with people from his company.

In the United States and other foreign countries, overtime
is not paid to white collar office employees, even for very
young ones just out of school at age 22 or so. In Japan, of
course, it is payable until the “Kanrishoku” (manager) level
at age 35 or older. Although much of the overtime worked
is not recorded by the employee, nevertheless, the housewife
would not be pleased if the pay envelope was suddenly thin-
ner with no overtime supplements. I am sure that if white
collar workers in the US. could make extra money by staying
on after 3:00, many of them would. Yet very few Japanese
or foreigners are even aware of this difference in practice.

If we confine our argument to the human resoutce area,
the main reason why Japanese industry has been successful,
is not that the Japanese work hard, but that they work
together and enjoy their work. And it's not true, that they
like to work “because they are Japanese and a liutle
different” than most other people in the world. They enjoy
their work “because of the management and behaviored
atmosphere in which the work. This was barely created asa
conceptualized and conscious “people management
strategy” which has effectively applied sound organiza-
tional-behavioral theory and common sense. Much of it can
be transplanted or implemented management in other
countries.

The first step, however, is for foreigners and Japanese to
stop kidding themselves. Hard work didn’t get the Japanese
to where they are today. It would be more accurate to say
that teamwork and good management did.

What the Statistics Show Us

Actually in terms of the hours worked per day or per
week, there is very difference between Japan and other
advanced industrial nations. When we look at the statistics



