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The 4 Gaps That Hinder Global Synergy
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Introduction to theg4 Gaps

A Perspective Based upon Years
of Japan Watching

[ have spent my working career observing
Japanese companies from the inside and outside,
as an internal employee and as an external
consultant, both as the locally hired overseas
subsidiary* manager and also as the Tokyo HQ*:
manager. And, as a non-Japanese person from the
United States, I have looked at Japanese companies
through the lens of my own foreign upbringing but
also with an empathy for the Japanese perspective.
Since 2010, I have been serving globalizing
Japanese corporations as a consultant, trainer and
Jacilitator as President of my own company here in
Tokyo.

I am generally very positive about the future of
Japan and am quite grateful for the rich experiences
I am enjoying as a result of my life connection
to Japan. I observe firsthand the strengths of
the Japanese people and Japanese corporations.

But, I am also concerned because I perceive a
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misplacement of priorities
when Japanese think about
their global business strategy:
too often I hear from HR*’
Departments that they believe
they are doing the right thing to
promote global business simply
by fostering English language
education or focusing on
cross-cultural understanding;
[ think the bad news for such
HR Departments is that they
are narrowly focusing on
some initiatives that have minimal impact. But the
good news is that some of the more impactful work
of supporting the company’s global vision can be
achieved without high level English skills or deep
cross-cultural understanding.

Starting with this month’s issue, I will be
contributing one article per month to this series. It
is my hope that the insight and perspective I write
about within will provide some impetus for thought
and action about how to effectively approach the
globalization of HR initiatives in support of your
company’s globalizing business strategy.

The Imperative of Globalization

Just a few years ago, there was an on-going debate
amongst business leaders in Japan about whether or not
to “globalize.” Companies were debating whether it would
be necessary to expand beyond Japan’s borders or whether
the Japanese market would be sufficient for future growth.
Now, it is becoming clear that the Japanese market will no
longer be the main market for growing companies; rather,
the Japanese market will be relegated to a position as one
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market amongst many.

The challenges of global business are clearly more
complex and difficult than business within the borders
of one country, especially in Japan where there are
generally accepted rules of protocol. But as the pressures
of globalization are real and present, I am interested
not in the difference between the globalizing and non-
globalizing Japanese companies, but rather am concerned
with the factors that hold back globalizing Japanese
companies from pursuing their goals quickly and
efficiently.

The 4 Gaps that Hinder the Achievement
of the Global One Vision

When a company expands overseas from the home
country as many Japanese companies have done for
decades, it goes without saying that the geographic
distance between the HQ in Japan and the overseas
subsidiary can be large. Therefore, for most of this period
of international expansion, the expatriate from Japan has
been given the responsibility to handle affairs locally at
the overseas subsidiary with minimal functional oversight
from the HQ. For most of this time, there has been very
little direct contact between HQ personnel and locally

hired employees at the subsidiaries.

As a result, at Japanese companies, Human Resource
policies and initiatives have been largely left to the
judgment and authority of the local subsidiary company.
Up until the very recent past, very little had been globally
unified. But now, it is common to hear executive
management talk of “Global One” management or of
becoming “a Truly Global Company.” HR professionals
are increasingly finding that they are tasked with
championing this vision of global “one-ness.”
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Global one-ness will always remain
somewhat elusive. As overseas
subsidiaries are expanded across
the globe under the tutelage of the
Japan-based HQ, unity will never
be easy. But through a process
of acknowledging gaps that hold
companies back from achieving
“virtual one-ness” and enacting

initiatives to minimize such gaps, it

o

is possible to move one step closer to
the realization of global solidarity within a globalizing

company.

Recently, I was coaching a group of executive
managers at a leading Japanese company who had
participated in an overseas training program along with
colleagues from overseas subsidiary companies. Upon
their return to Japan after participating in the program,
we reflected upon their experience together. Although we
acknowledged that there were indeed some differences
in the manner in which participants expressed their
opinions, we also came to realize that the difficulties in
communication derived from factors beyond culture:
despite the fact that participants were from the same
company, they came to the program with different
information about, and perspectives on, the direction of
the global business. Furthermore, through discussion
with the Japanese participants, I was able to see how each
person’s individual experiences and area of professional
expertise led to differences in their own capabilities to
understand others and their motivation level to tackle
global issues. Coupled with my other work in global HR
management, this coaching experience helped me to
perceive 4 gaps that need to be addressed as follows as

companies globalize.
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1) Culture Gaps

Differences in historical backgrounds and physical
environments that lead to differences in how people
interact and approach business issues
2) Information Gaps

Unequal access to information that leads to
ineffective communication
3) Organizational Gaps

Differences in business units, physical location or
unclear organizational relationships that lead to a
lack of common understanding about the corporate
direction and unequal priorities

4) Personal Gaps
The different experiences, education level and

personality traits of people that lead to differences in
capabilities and motivations
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The HR Department and the 4 Gaps

The 4 gaps that I mention herein are not equally
relevant nor equally troublesome for all companies. But,
to some extent, these gaps may exist in any company.

The HR Department needs to takes the lead to support
the global business strategy through a unified “people
strategy.” To do this, I think that the HR Department in
a globalizing company needs to take steps to assess these
gap areas and make efforts to minimize the negative
effects of such gaps.

1 ) Culture Gaps

For some companies, the Culture Gap may refer
simply to the commonly assumed meaning of culture
whereby differences in national culture lead to gaps
in understanding. (This is the typically assumed gap
between “wareware nihonjin” and “gaikokujin.”)
But many times the culture gaps that exist are not so
straightforward: culture gaps exist amongst functional
units, and even departments in the same building.

Sometimes such cultural gaps are even beneficial to the
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company. Sometimes, cultural gaps impede progress. In
future articles, T will write about ways in which the HR
Department can overcome culture gaps and continually

mold a new corporate culture to support global initiatives.

2 ) Information Gaps

[ would like to suggest that the Information Gaps
between the HQ in Japan and overseas subsidiaries are
quite large; this is due to the simple fact that overseas
subsidiary employees predominantly do not speak or
read Japanese. With so much primary information
in a Japanese company being created and published
in Japanese and not translated into English or other
languages, rich amounts of information are limited to
Japanese speakers; normally this means Japanese HQ
personnel only. In future articles, I will write about the
implications of information gaps and discuss ways in
which the HR Department can take the lead in facilitating

the free flow of information.

3 ) Organizational Gaps

The third gap is that of Organizational Gaps.
Although related to Information Gaps, this factor
is somewhat different. This gap area refers to the
differences in perspective amongst people who work in
different organizational units (group companies) of
the globalizing corporate group. When differences in
perspective are not adequately addressed, contention
rises and the organization begins to work less efficiently.
In many cases, factions of different opinions can form
and the organization can become counterproductive.
In future articles, I will write about the implications
of organizational gaps and discuss ways in which the
HR Department can take the lead to support active
collaboration amongst group company employees.

4 ) Personal Gaps
The last gap I want to mention is that of Personal
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Gaps. Although the other gaps may be minimized to
the point where the negative effects on the business may
become negligible, the gaps of this factor will exist as long
as the company is comprised of people. People will always
have differences in experiences, education level and
personality traits that lead to differences in capabilities
and motivations. In future articles, I will write about how
HR Department can take the lead in acknowledging the
implications of personal gaps and maximize the value of

diversity within the company for business success.

Conclusion

Global business will never be easy. HR work
will become increasingly complex as the scope of
responsibilities within HR work are expanding to all
the markets into which the company is conducting
business. With each new market comes the challenge
of acknowledging and bridging differences in order to
strengthen our “Global One” pursuits. Through an
understanding of the 4 gaps mentioned in this article and
the articles to follow hereafter, I hope that companies with
global headquarters in Japan will be even more prepared
to govern, manage and grow their influence the world

over.

What gaps exist in your company?
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%2 HQ:Headquarters 7%t
%3 HR:Human Resource A#t. AZE
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