
The Occidental Tourist 
Learning about another culture isn 'tjust 

good manners—it's good business. This 

guide, based on real, long-term experience 

with multinational companies, shows that 

cross-cultural training is essential if 

Americans and Japanese are to work 

together effectively. 

The typical Westerner w h o en-
counters Japan can be called a 
tourist—but so can the sea-

soned "Japan Watcher." 
After a deep, extensive study of the 

Japanese language and culture, the 
most truthful statement 1 can make is 
that I am a wonderful tourist: polite, 
well-intentioned, able to travel and 
shop independently, but incapable of 
doing business in the Japanese lan-
guage or taking part in a professional 
conversat ion. I still must struggle 
regularly to make appropr i a t e re-
sponses to situations that occur in my 
multicultural work life. 

A friend w h o has spent the last six 
years living and working in Kyoto told 
me, "I'm finally beginning to feel that 
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Sharon Cohen 

I understand what's going on here." 
It's my opinion that companies under-
estimate (or ignore entirely) the dif-
ficulties that Japanese and Americans 
can encounter when they try to work 
together. 

Japanese work values 
In modern Japan, educat ion has 

become the way to get ahead in the 
work world. The advantage of a pres-
tigious diploma from one of Japan's 
carefully ranked universities leads to 
both sad and comic situations. 

In Tokyo I had lunch with an art 
dealer and his wife. They were being 
interviewed the next day for a slot in 
Keio Kindergarten for their four-year-
old. The child was one of 1,500 appli-
cants hoping for one of the school 's 
40 openings . If he succeeded , he 
would be ensured an eventual place 
at Keio University and not have to 
endure the grim round of tests com-
monly called "Examination Hell." 

By Linda S. Dillon 

Japanese education keeps junior-
high and high-school students in a 
rigorous lock-step, through a tracking 
system that eventually awards them 
enrollment in a university. My friend 
had purchased a new suit and had a 
haircut for the occasion, which was a 
critical event in his toddler's life. 

"I told the barber," he said, " 'Try to 
make me look intelligent.' " 

At the Tokyo university where I 
held a visiting-scholar posi t ion, I 
learned that, even after a rigorous sec-
ondary-school program, only 15 per-
cent of high-school graduates test well 
enough to enter a university imme-
diately upon complet ing high school. 
In fact, 70 percent of the students w h o 
eventually achieve enrollment attend 
another full year of "cram school" 
after high school to make high enough 
scores. 

Named ronin schools after an an-
cient, masterless samurai warrior, the 
"cram" schools have become a multi-
million-dollar industry that helps to 
ease the transition from high school to 
college. And college ultimately means 
employment in one of the best firms. 
Modern industries in Japan develop 
relationships with universities to gain 
access to the best and brightest of the 
graduate crop each April 

The irony of the system is that once 
college enrollment has been achieved, 
the coursework is frequently less chal-
lenging than in high school. College 
life is commonly thought of as a last 
fling before the real work of life begins. 

One would think that such a rig-
orous tracking system would create 
burnout among young Japanese, en-
couraging a contempt for learning 
and a disinterest in academics. In fact, 
it creates a real advantage for resource-
poor Japan. The high level of average 
achievement means that most people 
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in the workforce arc bright, well-
educated, middle-class people who 
value education. They assume that 
continued study will lead to enlighten-
ment and personal growth, allowing 
the individual to better contribute to 
the group. 

The ideal of reaching "expertness" 
pervades Japanese thinking, whether 
someone is a full-time homemaker, a 
bank clerk, or a businessperson. Ed-
ucation is expected to be a lifelong 
struggle. If it is unpleasant, that should 
only be expected. The greatest prizes 
do not come easily. 

The story is told of an elderly col-
lege professor w h o took a paper a 
student had written, rolled it into a 
club, hit the student over the head 
with it, and yelled, '"It's no good!" 
When asked why he did that instead 
of offering the student some direc-
tion, the professor replied, "If I told 
him what to do, that would be too 
easy and he would forget. If I make 
him find it himself, he will always 
remember." 

Training generalists 
In a society in which job rotation 

and slow promotion ensure the devel-
opment of generalists, career develop-
ment takes on a different meaning. 
Most men become "salary men" and 
most w o m e n become "office ladies"; 
there are few wel l -developed job 
desc r ip t ions in Japan, as Western 
human resource specialists would 
write them. One simply "works for 
Matsushita" and takes whatever posi-
tion is assigned. 

Japanese employees see their roles 
as offering their managers and work 
groups the most extensive, thorough 
support possible. Job rotation and 
changing corpora te strategies can 
move individuals from one unrelated 
field to another in a very short time. 
The movement creates loyalty to the 
company, not the job title. That dis-
courages the development of profes-
sions, professional organizations, and 
highly specialized graduate-degree 
programs. 

The Japanese practice of hiring new 
employees as a group each year pre-
cludes the search for outside talent, 
so training is an important part of 
main ta in ing a skil led w o r k f o r c e . 
Young people will typically be hired 
by a company as a class—from high 

schools for blue-collar workers and 
from colleges for managerial posi-
tions—and move together in lock-step 
through their first 15 years on the job. 

They may live in the company dor-
mitory or at home with their parents, 
so their work life takes o n a social 
aspect as well. Men are encouraged to 
marry women w h o are already work-
ing for the company, so "the com-
pany" becomes the central focus of 
their lives. 

Companies depend on universities 
and high schools to provide a certain 
level of ability. In hiring, companies 
use written tests and extensive inter-
views. which focus on selected per-
sonality traits over academic perfor-
mance. Successful candidates exhibit 
willingness to work hard for the com-
pany (eiyoku), physical and mental 
vitality, and willingness to cooperate 
with others. 

Companies do not expect to find 
significant skills within a particular 
specialty. Those will be provided (at 
the largest companies) through ex-
tensive, lifelong training programs 
offered through the corporate offices. 

Early t ra in ing e x p e r i e n c e s are 
designed to help the company deter-
mine—and encourage—individual 
s t rengths. They are used to make 
"weak" young people tough, to estab-
lish team spirit, and to create indi-
vidual gratitude. They are more like 
college fraternity hazing than any 
training experiences in the American 
workplace. 

For example, to engender loyalty to 
the group, new-employee training 
may include a forced group hike of 
25 miles, with the only rule being that 
no one can rest until everyone has 
finished. To create gratitude to the 
large and significant organization that 
has allowed the lowly individual to 
establish a place in its society, the in-
dividual is left alone to fend for him-
or herself in a strange town with only 
100 yen. 

Any company that would hire a 
talented young person away from a 
competitor would receive a lot of bad 
publicity. Any employee w h o would 
take off for greener pastures had better 
have a contract in hand before leaving. 
The typical Japanese personnel man-
ager realizes that anyone w h o would 
leave one employer might easily leave 
another. Contempt for such disloyalty 
makes any attempt to "job hop" im-

prac t i ca l and d a n g e r o u s fo r t he 
individual. 

It is only over the long term that 
careers begin to develop. Dissatisfac-
tion with the system is beginning to 
appear, but there is intense pressure 
for such practices to cont inue as they 
have been. 

Westerners misunderstand lifetime 
employment: it is not a contract, but 
a custom. Japanese people value the 
knowledge that their place in the 
group is ensured; they use loyalty to 
express their gratitude. Those are the 
work values and experiences that the 
typical Japanese manager in a multi-
cultural company brings to the Amer-
ican workplace. 

Bear in mind that Japan is only the 
size of California. Though a world 
power, it is more like a state in the 
complexities of administering educa-
tional programs. The ease of travel 
offered by the Japanese bullet train 
means that industries can share the 
expense of operating one outstanding 
technical- training facility, such as 
the Iron and Steel School in Tokyo. 
Local governments set up short-term 
programs to provide retraining if sig-
nificant job displacement occurs in 
the area. 

Many employers set up their o w n 
high schoo l s to feed well- trained 
young people into entry-level posi-
tions: Toyota has a technical pro-
gram for auto workers, and the Nissei 
Gekijo has a program to train ac-
tresses, singers, and dancers for the 
popular takarazuka theater (an all-
female review). 

Instructors typically come from the 
ranks of experts in certain content 
areas; training programs are much like 
community-college programs in the 
West. The focus is typically on broad, 
work-related education rather than 
job-specific training, which is more 
likely to occur on the job. 

Is training necessary? 
More and more Japanese firms are 

deciding to set up manufacturing facil-
ities and business Offices in the United 
States. Many Americans will be em-
ployed by those companies as man-
agers, supervisors, and blue-collar 
workers. But those Americans may-
know little about the values of the 
companies and the parent culture. 

I interviewed 30 people (American 
and Japanese) w h o had received train-
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ing prior to their cross-cultural work 
exper iences . The Americans were 
unanimous in the belief that an under-
standing of the Japanese culture and 
workplace was important to them as 
they faced the challenge of new jobs 
with foreign-based companies. 

What was surprising was that the 
Japanese 1 spoke with disagreed. They 
were articulate about their reasons: 
"We don't expect the American peo-
ple to know the culture of Japan. We 
want to make this company an Amer-
ican company. We don't want to make 
this company a Japanese company.'* 
They seemed at times almost embar-
rassed to call attention to the dif-
ferences in the two cultures; they 
denied that the differences could be 
problematic. 

In spite of the regard for education 
among Japanese people, any U.S. train-
ing specialist w h o approaches them 
about cross-cultural training is going 
to have an uphill climb. "We are only-
interested in providing the same kind 
of training that you would ordinarily 
provide to an American work group," 
one Japanese manager said. 

When East meets West 
Even Japanese managers w h o re-

locate to the United States may receive 
little help from their companies. The 
Japanese have been slow to recognize 
language ability as a talent, and don't 
draw on it to the extent one might ex-
pect. "Technical competence" and 
"previous experience with a start-up" 
are offered as the preferred criteria. 

O n e executive described the pro-
cess for her firm: "The training is sup-
posed to come during the transition 
when the old person says to the new 
person, here are the do's and don'ts. 
During that overlap period there is 
usually about one week of coaching, 
but typically, little formal training is 
provided to the Japanese manager 
w h o is relocating to the West." 

Many Japanese firms starting up in 
the States send their American "new 
hires" to Japan to be trained by ex-
perts on machinery that is up and run-
ning. In addition to technical training, 
it is expected that the experience will 
give the Americans a pride of mem-
bership in their new companies and 
an unders tand ing of the Japanese 
culture. 

"You've really got to experience it 
firsthand," said one American worker. 

"Even though I had been to Japan 
before, it affected me to the point that 
I was more conscientious about my 
work, about our product , and about 
w h o was going to use the product 
after it was shipped. Of course it's not 
economically feasible to send every-
one, but to change attitudes, send 
people to Japan." 

Many of the firms I studied were in 
highly technical fields, p ioneer ing 
state-of-the-art developments. Train-
ing was typically a two-year, intensive 
process. I interviewed American engi-
neers in Japan w h o described gaining 
a "new mentality" from the Japanese 
people: 

"You have to realize that they are 
watching you all the time." 

"You have to be a little bit aggressive 
because they're shy." 

"If you're not a little bit assertive 
you may never get any training; you 

only to walk through ajapanese work-
place to see that occur. Any irregu-
larity or problem is discussed with at 
least one other individual before it is 
acted upon. 

But the Americans I interviewed 
complained, "They will share infor-
mation with other Japanese before 
they will share it with an American." 
It is a simple fact that processing in-
formation in a second language is hard 
work , even for the most capab le 
linguist. 

The Japanese complain that Amer-
icans refuse to accept a broader vision. 
"We try to provide cross-training but 
it fails. Americans only want to learn 
about what they have responsibility 
for. If you try to broaden their knowl-
edge, they don't want to learn from 
someone at the same level." 

Many young American trainees be-
come disenchanted and quit, which 

"If you're not a little bit 
assertive you may never get 
any training; you may never 

get anything done'' 
may never get anything done. They 
won't c o m e to you most of the time.-' 

Japanese training specialists forget 
that adults in the workplace do a lot 
of passive learning. In an American 
company, an employee can overhear 
a conversation, ask questions, and 
learn. But if the conversation is in 
Japanese, the American employee 
misses out . Trainees can focus on 
what's in front of them, but they have 
to ask questions to learn. And even 
the technical documen ta t ion is in 
Japanese, so American trainees need 
help to evaluate and understand it. 

One trainee described his disap-
pointment in the lack of focus: "The 
Japanese should be thinking, 'What 
do we need to get into their heads? 
What do we need to teach this per-
son?' And they need to plan an ap-
proach . . . . Part of the problem is 
that if we need a manual to help with 
our training, we have to write it." 

Japanese managers will tell you that 
you don ' t need documenta t ion in 
Japan, because everyone shares infor-
mation with everyone else. You have 

just a d d s fuel to t he fire of the 
"Americans are disloyal" stereotype. 

What's the problem? 
How can we characterize the rela-

tionship between Japanese and Amer-
icans that results from current training 
efforts? In the seven multicultural 
firms I studied, problems occurred 
because of separateness: "It gets to the 
point where you've got the Japanese 
group and the American group, and 
it's very easy to shrug off the respon-
sibility and say, 'Oh, it's theirs.' " 

What factors cause problems? 
• American withdrawal. Several of 
the Japanese w h o were interviewed 
described a tendency on the part of 
Americans to give up and not even try 
to communicate with the Japanese. 
"People kind of shy away from them," 
said one person. "It's like they don' t 
even want to talk to the Japanese," said 
another. 
• The start-up effect. T h e first 
group of "new hires" received special 
attention and tours of Japan. Thai 
polarized the American workforce in-
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to the ' first class" and the "second 
class" (those who came later). 

One manager described the first 
class's expectations: It's almost like 
they were promised Chairman of the 
Board. . .and that's really not what 
was intended. While some employ-
ees were promoted within a year, 
others became dissatisfied with the 
pace of advancement and began look-
ing elsewhere. 

• Length of service. The Japanese 
tendency to promote based on sen-
iority further caused a rift between the 
first and second classes. Employees 
who were not in the first class said, 
"What's so special about them? Why 
are they all at the top?" According to 
one interviewee, "There's really some 
bitter feelings about it." 
• Work load. Americans of ten 
describe the long hours of the work-
aholic Japanese a.s sometimes neces-
sary but f requent ly a matter of 
choice—a work style that the Japa-
nese enjoy (or feel compelled to 
enjoy). Some Americans insist that, 
even if it means being perceived as dis-
loyal, their intention is to leave at a 
particular time. "1 can get my work 
done." they insist. As a result of that 
behavior, they will be less likely to 
become part of the group that makes 
the decisions. 

Japanese managers see hours on 
the job as an indication of company 
loyalty. "If anyone is going to be pro-
moted, they look closely at who puts 
in the time," one American engineer 
noted. 
• After-hours decision making. 
Companies involved in simple manu-
facturing processes can begin to 
"coast " once they are up and running. 
But many companies need to com-
municate with the home office in 
Tokyo or Osaka. 

The 10- to 13-hour time difference 
between the United States and Japan 
means that an engineer can call or fax-
in the evening, ju.st in time to reach 
colleagues who are arriving in the 
morning. Experimentation can con-
tinue throughout the night, with 
answers arriving in t ime for the 
American workforce the next morn-
ing. It saves the company the expense 
of maintaining two research facilities 
and paying higher salaries to American 
engineers. And of course, the commu-
nication is conducted in Japanese. 

That procedure can create a prob-



Iem for American managers and engi-
neers: they sometimes feel excluded 
from the important work that is car-
ried on after five o'clock. Said o n e 
observer about an American: "He's in 
some meeting in the daytime, and he 
sees the direction everything is going 
. . .and it's almost there. Then the 
next day the direction is totally dif-
ferent, and everyone is in agreement 
that it's this o ther way!" 

Consensual decis ion-making re-
quires a lot of beh ind- the - scenes 
discussion and negotiation, which is 
frequently carried on after hours. The 
language barriers that exist between 
Japanese and English speakers only 
exacerbate the problem. While the 
Japanese reject the idea of interpreters, 
many respondents shared a sense that 
a bilingual individual should act as a 
"conductor," or intermediary, for in-
tercultural communicat ion. 

What do Americans need 
to know? 

My interviews provided the oppor-
tunity to ask Japanese and American 
managers what should be included in 
cross-cultural training programs. Here 
are some of the ideas they presented: 

Americans need a world view 
and knowledge of the company. 
J a p a n e s e c o m p a n i e s arc e x p o r t -
oriented, so it's important to adopt 
a world view, which Americans typi-
cally neglect. "You need to be more 
international , not just thinking of 
Japan, but of all the cultures of the 
world. One of the biggest changes in 
my life is that now 1 worry about the 
dollar/yen ratio." 

Training should always include the 
company 's philosophy, which is the 
focal point of its decision making. The 
company 's products or services and 
its history are all important and should 
also be included. 

Japanese managers have different 
work values and expectations. 
Japanese managers' values, such as the 
focus on constant improvement, are 
very different from those in the West. 

One individual summarized some 
Japanese work values: "If you make a 
mistake, say 'I made a mistake' and try-
not to make it again. Be positive. Don't 
just come to work to collect money. 
Try to contribute and bring out some 
ideas to improve the process, or give 

more suggestions about how to im-
prove the quality of products." 

An American technician said, "The 
Japanese always want to go deeper. If 
we're controlling a part at the per-mil-
lion level, they want to control at per 
billion. A lot of people don't under-
stand that. The Japanese always feel a 
need to improve." 

Japanese companies place high 
priority on qualities other than 
technical competence. Japanese 
companies are willing to hire and pro-
mote people with no experience in 
the relevant technical field, as long as 
the employees arc diligent and loyal. 
The real issue for them is "Will you 
stay after we teach you what you need 
to know?" 

The president of Sony Corpora-
tion has been credited with saying, 
"The job of management is to get the 
most out of the guy with 50 percent 
ability." I heard the same philosophy 
from a satisfied American employee 
of a Japanese firm in the States: "You 
don't have to be a rocket scientist to 
work with them, but if you show an 
eagerness or willingness, they will 
teach you many things." 

"Try hard," ajapanese manager con-
firmed. "I don't ask them to be smart, 
but 1 always ask them to try hard." 

Diligence and attention to detail are 
Japanese qualities that mystify many 
people. One Japanese manager shared 
his unhappiness with the tendency of 
the Americans he had worked with to 
become dissatisfied and want to move 
along to other positions. 

' Americans like a challenge," he 
said. "So far I have not met an excep-
tion. They want to try new things. But 
they don't understand how deep their 
current jobs are. They know just shal-
low areas, but they must go deeper; 
it's hard to make them understand. 
Americans all want to accumulate ex-
pertise by doing different jobs." 

Japanese managers place a high 
value on Initiative. Americans may 
n e e d to a d j u s t the i r usual w o r k 
behavior to take into account that 
attitude. 

Judgments of competence in Japa-
nese companies appear to be made on 
such qualities as age and initiative 
rather than on technical skill. When I 
asked one manager, "How do you de-
scribe the best American employee?" 
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I rcceivcd the answer, "Self-motivated. 
We think this company needs improv-
ing every day. So part of the driving 
force of that daily doing, based on 
our experience, is self-motivation. If 
people are very well-motivated to im-
prove, then it makes a big difference." 

One American manager tried to ex-
plain the phenomenon as he observed 
it: "When asked to do additional tasks, 
Japanese don' t even ask Why?' Amer-
icans hesitate for many reasons, some-
times because they've been trained in 
a union shop, possibly because they 
don't want to be perceived as pushy, 
bossy, or aggressive. It wouldn't even 
occur to the Japanese to worry about 
that. Americans spend too much time 
focusing on their job titles." 

One Japanese manager described 
that expectation: "In Japan, if I say one 
thing, my subordinate considers 10 or 
more. In America I must be more 
d i rec t ive . In Amer ica t he y o u n g 
engineers do not know what I mean." 

Another complained, "The Amer-
icans I work with seem always to be 
waiting for instructions. Japanese peo 
pie wait for instructions when they are 
children, but when they grow up and 

work for a company, they are very cre-
ative—they have a big responsibility. 
Everybody has a big loyalty to the 
company. People stop and think, I 
have to do something for the com-
pany by myself.' They ' re not just 
waiting for orders or information.' 

Japanese companies focus on 
greater responsibility and broader 
job titles. This tendency offers com-
panies unique advantages when tech-
nology is changing rapidly. 

One American manager described 
the prevailing attitude of U.S. firms 
that perceive such change as an intru-
sion on the orderly flow of business: 
"American firms lose a great deal by 
not giving employees more job re-
sponsibility. I told my corporation that 
I wanted to work in marketing. It was 
an interest I'd had in college, but they 
said. 'You? You're an accountant! ' 
Then when you want to be promoted 
they can always say, 'Well, you haven't 
had enough experience.' " 

Some Americans hesitate to take 
on additional responsibilities. Long 
after the fact, one American manager 
realized the source of his hesitation to 

take responsibility: 
"I used to work for strong managers 

and strong bosses w h o came to me 
and told me what to do. The first year 
I got here, I was wai t ing for my 
Japanese manager to tell me what to 
do, and he was waiting for me to take 
charge. It took us about a year to figure-
out that we were both waiting. It 
would have helped me to know about 
how | the Japanese) function and what 
their expectations are.'' 

Japanese managers focus on data 
and detail. Attention to detail allows 
Japanese managers to be in control of 
what 's going on. That's true even of 
simple matters. "If we can't speak of 
some data, past record, or previous 
occurrence, then they will ask for it,' 
said one American. "You can't just 
speak in generalities and expect to 
convince them." 

A Japanese manager shared that per-
ception: "The real skill of Japanese 
managers is their ability to work with 
individuals. They can take a big order 
and break it down into small instruc-
tions. and they can use people or man-
age themselves and finish the job." 
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The American approach Is informal 
by world standards. Americans are 
known for their casual approach to 
business relationships and social occa-
sions. Japan is a more formal society, 
one in which showing respect for 
position is very important. The super-
visor tries to create harmony and a 
family-like relationship within the 
company by getting to know each 
worker and showing each the respect 
due to a person in that position. 

From an American manager, I 
heard, "I think the Japanese have 
more respect for their fellow workers, 
and I don't know how you can instill 
respect into p e o p l e . . . respect for 
their supervisors, respect for their 
managers. [Americans] think they're 
doing the Japanese a favor by coming 
to work here." 

Another person discussed her sense 
of the result of that kind of behavior 
on the part of American workers: "If 
you anger [the Japanese] you create a 
thick barrier that is hard to bridge." 

The Japanese focus on harmony. 
The Japanese focus on harmony-
places people w h o know how to 

cooperate and get along with others 
at an advantage in Japanese com-
panies, especially with regard to 
decision-making. 

At meetings, one should never 
argue with the person who is speak-
ing or with the person who called the 
meeting. All disagreements should be 
held in private, never in public. 

A technician observed. "Knowing 
how to humbly make a suggestion is 
appreciated, instead of coming on 
strong with an attitude. Speaking to 
your supervisor first before you 
spread your ideas is appreciated, as it 
would be in an American company. 
[Japanese managers] prefer to talk first 
with individuals rather than come to 
a meeting and have a surprise sprung 
on them." 

Japanese customs and typical 
polite behavior are different. 
Japanese people follow the rules; they 
are law-abiding. If the sign says "don't 
walk," they don't walk. If there is a rule 
or procedure to govern something, 
they follow it. Americans are more 
easygoing. 

A U.S. salesman said, "I think it's im-

portant for Americans to learn about 
the culture and to learn to speak some 
phrases in Japanese. And learn some 
business customs. The Japanese all 
speak English here, and they are very 
familiar with the American business 
practices. 

"I think that it's important that 
Americans do the same in reverse, it 
really impresses the Japanese: carry-
ing business cards, presenting a gift 
when you make a sales call, learning 
to return a small bow when it's ap-
propriate. It 's polite and the Japanese 
really appreciate it." 

Planning In Japanese firms is for 
the long term. One American techni-
cian pointed out the advantage that 
slow promotion offers over the long 
term: "Top managers in Japan know-
about the shop floor because that's 
where they came from. Everyone 
starts at the bottom. One of our vice-
presidents here can speak with as 
much authority about the machinery 
as some of the operators. It's been 20 
years, but he came from production, 
so he knows what the operators are 
experiencing. No one is hired from an 
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ad that reads, 'Wanted: general man-
ager with ten year's experience. 

Americans misunderstand lifetime 
employmen t . It's a custom, not a 
contract, and an understandable part 
of Japan's traditional system of rela-
t ionships and obligations. But the 
loyalty has to be mutual. Long-term 
employment means that promot ion 
and reward may be long-term in com-
ing as well. 

"Ten years with a Japanese com-
pany is just the beginning. You're 
really not going to see any noticeable 

differences for almost 20 years of ser-
vice," I was told. 

It will be difficult for American and 
Japanese colleagues to come to an 
understanding. The American busi-
nessperson must acknowledge such 
d i f f i c u l t i e s and a t t e n d to t h e m . 
Remember that different human be-
ings have different ways of thinking, 
and that language is a problem. 

According to a Japanese manager, 
"In Japan there are two different kinds 
of understanding: jyo, philosophical 

understanding (from the heart), which 
is followed by action; and theoretical 
understanding, or ri, which may or 
may not be followed by action. Even 
if [your subordinates) say they under-
stand you, you have to ask yourself, 
'What level of understanding do they 
have?' " 

Knowing what "yes" and " n o " 
mean arc a big part of intercultural 
communicat ion. A Japanese manager 
may say " n o " because he or she 
doesn't understand, or because he or 
she wants you to think some more. "If 
we get a no' we make a small change 
and we submit it again. If someone 
asks why, we say 'because he said no.' 
If you get 'no,' don't give up, try again." 

One American said, " Yes'? It means 
that I agree, but I don' t agree. We 
would send a letter for (the Japanese 
manager's] approval and he would 
sign it, and we'd think that he had ap-
proved it, but later it would come to 
me that he had signed it to signify that 
he had read it. It took us a couple of 
years to figure out that this is the way 
it is done." 

Typical behavior sometimes has to 
change to p romote understanding. 
One American observed, "You find 
yourself changing the way you talk. 
You don't use as many contractions, 
and you speak a little slower. You try 
to articulate your words better. You 
simplify your speech to the point that 
you start to sound a little silly." 

A technical specialist recommended, 
"Learn the katakana. This is the 
syllabary that is used almost like italics 
for the print ing of foreign words. 
Since technical terms are frequently-
English words, you can get a lot of in-
formation in that way." 

TUrning tourists into 
natives 

Tourists feel and act quite differ-
ently than do native sons and daugh-
ters. Tourists, just passing through, are 
less likely to take responsibility. They 
have more difficulties in dealing with 
the novelty of what they see. 

Human resources training programs 
need to help employees of multicul-
tural firms be less iike tourists and 
more like natives. Training can help 
address misunderstandings between 
the two cultures early on. Americans 
and Japanese can begin to understand 
one another and be truly successful in 
working together. • 
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