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The 4 Gaps That Hinder Global Synergy
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In this series, I have introduced the 4 gaps that
hinder global synergy in globalizing companies. In the
previous articles, I have written in depth about how fo
minimize Culture Gaps, Information Gaps and
Organization Gaps by introducing various lechniques
and initiatives. In this article, I will speak about the
Sourth and final gap which I refer to as “Personal
Gaps” and point out some ways in which HR can
recognize the factors that lead to this gap and consider

relevant improvements.

The Danger of Stereotypes

When we conduct business across borders, we tend to
gather information broadly to grasp the similarities and
differences between us and “them.” For example, it is said
that people from the United States are talkative and outgoing.
Japanese are reserved and polite. Of course, the stereotype
would not hold out if there was not some truth to it. But, as

we know, stereotypes are generalizations and do not
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accurately reflect the complexity and depth of human
dynamics. Relying upon stereotypes and assumptions for
decision making is not only lazy, but can sometimes be
considered discriminatory,

Anti-discriminatory legislation has developed as a means
of overcoming the tendency to make broad generalizations
about the capabilities of people based upon factors that may
not be relevant to performance such as, but not limited to,
national origin, gender, and even age. When decisions are
made based upon stereotypes and not the merits or demerits
of any individual person, a company may run up against a
claim of discrimination.

How Stereotypes Abound in Japan

[ often hear of comments such as this “Such work can
only be done by a Japanese worker.” Or, “We are not global so
we can't do XYZ as well as a foreigner.” Although there may
be some practical truth in such statements, the reality of the
situation needs to be drawn out so that the assertion is not
construed as stereotypical or at worst discriminatory.

[ understand that the need for a “Japanese person” is
normally based upon consideration of language skill or
technical knowhow.

Recently, I was discussing the barriers to promotion of
national staff at a Japanese overseas subsidiary with an HR
manager from the HQ. The HR manager asserted that it was
difficult to promote the national staff because, in a higher
level position, it would be necessary for the overseas manager
to directly communicate with the HQ; since the HQ has
difficulty communicating effectively in English, a Japanese
expatriate would need to be assigned to the position rather

48 | AR 20154 8 A5

T ANEDOF A F I X208 S RRAZIEL KL
TiEVWERA, FEBSRPLEVIAATAFLRDN
I THUIRIBTH 5100 H ZRE AR S huhh
Ao

HHOBRL LT L OBROLRVWERE, 2F i
BERY = v ¥ —, Eit & TADREN RN A1
Mz 2FB L LT, ZhEkgrtesh i
% L7zo MAOERT - i Cl3R <. EEBleaTcAH:
DPEETIUL, ZOREIIENNZERZONLH
bLhEHAo

HATRLERAT LA YA T

(Bl 29ReDH

[ZI)VHHFHUIHARAMBIC LA TETEA]
B, [ bl 7 a— LTl nwo T, SHEA
DEHTITEFZRA] Evszaxy b2 X HIZ
LEF. €9 L5 VrCidBGoRm e LTIELW
HbHH0b LNELAD, ERILEIZOTLL
Vo FIEMEZTHBIZITIE, AFL AL ST
HoH L, REOYE, AR INET,

RDRLEZA, THARAN] TRITFIEWITF 2w
W I ORI, —REIZEEE IR HATY 2 N 12
H5H LTI,

JH. &2 HARFEOUWILE T, At SEMEL
TeANFRA Y v —&, B BOAEZ T TS E
PIZOWTEEE LE Lz, TOANFERA Y v —I1d, B
WHEBZAEIELOEHLVE VT, ek
O [1BAS EAUE, AL EHERY LV THZE
DREZ L DH, AR EFET)IFLa3azr—
YavBTELRV, 72005, BMETEEI WL L
TH, TORR MIIHRANE LD UEN DD | &



than a qualified national staff. While this assertion is rational
and seemingly realistic, it ignores the possibility that the
national staff may be able to learn some Japanese or that HQ
staff may increase their communication skill given such an
imperative. When the stereotype prevails, peoples' careers are
impacted.

Asecond reason I hear about the need for Japanese worker
is based upon the very strength of Japanese business, namely
strong technical skill and monozukuri knowhow. I
understand that technologies and skills which have
originated in Japan are often times very high level and
detailed. For someone who does not have an educational
background or disciplinary training conducive to success in
such an environment, the challenges for developing
proficiency can be formidable. In light of this, recently, I
heard a high ranking Japanese executive speak to a group of
about 100 business and HR managers at a symposium about
why Japanese engineers need to be dispatched overseas.
“Because this technology originated in Japan, the overseas
subsidiaries cannot be expected to provide their own
technological knowhow. Therefore, even at overseas
subsidiaries, the planning and production work must be done
by Japanese people.” Lacking from this discourse was any
discussion about how the Japan-side could better educate and

train its overseas subsidiary employees.

Of course, I do realize that many Japanese companies also
make valiant efforts to train their non-Japanese colleagues.
So this story is not representative of how every company
thinks. But, in this modern age of globalization, I find it
remarkable that conceptions about national origin and its
seemingly direct effect on performance are still espoused as
unquestionable fact.

On the other hand, T often hear self-limiting statements
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from people that diminish the
possibilities for Japanese to be
leaders in diverse environments.
Referencing poor English
communication skills or the
“domestic” nature of one's
business, I often hear comments

such as “We are not global.”

This way of thinking has
similarly “invaded” HR circles; I often hear assertions about
the “lack of employees.” At first, T was confused upon hearing
such a statement. I would say “What do you mean? You have
2,000 employees here in the HQ, don't you? Do you mean to
say that you need another 1,000 employees in order to
accomplish all of the tasks at hand?” In response, the HR
person would say “No, that's not the problem.”

I came to understand that the reference to “lack of
employees” is really a self-limiting statement based upon the
assumption that the current employee base cannot, or is not
willing to, adapt to the changing world and globalization

imperatives.

Recognizing Personal Gaps

Indeed, not all employees are equally capable. Within any
discreet group of individuals, the different experiences,
education level and personality traits of people have lead to
differences in capabilities and motivations. This is what I

refer to as the “Personal Gaps.”

In reality, some people will never change while others will
be rather adaptive. Some people will be proactive and will
heed a warning to make changes with little coaching or
coaxing. Others will need a stronger hand of support. This is
s0 in Japan and any place where people come together in an

50 | AhsEs 201548 A%

etk H ST HIHT L9
RS EHET T,

WEII 2z —Y g
HIENZ &R [ HAM
H] 0FEETHLHZ LI
BMLT [RAbid”
O— LTI %] En
IEIBBEVHETLHD
T9%

OV EBZIEPAERICD [BA] LTwET,
[ADSZW] LW ERE S HTL 2DTY, &Y
BRZRL T, 23RO TT, [FhudEHvy)
ZETIhe ZORMIZIZ2000AN BB WS Tl
HYEEAD BHOEBZEITT LD, HE
LOOOAVELZDTTh L [z, £HNHT LT
ZHD FRA] L) OPAFHBEDRETL 72,

ZDH) HIZhbho7z2OTTH, [AXviRn] Ln
) FEBUI OB NHITH ). ZoOFRII, BUE
DFETIIZEL L@ < it 7 a0 — U LD i I25E
IRTERW, HLAUGESL &9 L35 AMhnien
LV BVIRRDH B & 5T

PN ot e i

72U, $RTOMRICE CRENAH % bl Tl
HY TEA BETHNDOH LN b EE 7L LT
b REBRRCE, MERRANE T, RESIREIRI 20
LEde ROV MEAEE] T,

HFE, FolzKEbbvAbviuE, Zbi#EE
LTS ADB WIS, FE L, BolkErdn
FZFAN, EbhaTbEbs TV APV E
Fo = b o LHABBMLRITFIUTE DR
AbVET, SNIHAZESL T, SFEERAD]



organization.

In this regard, HR is compelled to do two things better

than any other function in the company:

1) Avoid the stereotypical discourse and logic that draws
lines based upon factors that are not performance-related

2) Observe actual people and provide value added judgments
based upon such observations

I have already explained the former point. Hereafter, I will
explain the second point.

Observing People is Good HR

Recognizing the existence of such gaps and drawing out
the true essence of people by focusing on the strengths and
areas of improvement of actual individuals is the hallmark of
good HR development. Being able to do that on a global basis
by providing value added observational data and insight is
the challenge of good global HR development. In other words,
the HR Department needs to deliberately create opportunities

for observing overseas employees.

Creating Opportunities for Observing People

Over the past 4 years, [ have facilitated a program for
overseas subsidiary managers at a globalizing Japanese
company. Although such global development programs are
normally planned and carried out in order to develop the
participant, I think that such programs provide HR (and
executives) with the opportunity to get beyond stereotypes

and discern the essence of the individual.

Each year, there is a key talent representative from global
subsidiaries such as Colombia, Mexico, Thailand, Indonesia,
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etc. I have seen for myself firsthand that there are certain
tendencies which may be described as “stereotypical”
amongst the participants in terms of the language and
communication skills of participants from each country. But
interestingly, I have seen that some of the widest differences
in personality and experience are of people from the same
country, especially when the participants come from different
departments of the same company. For example, one year the
Thai representative came from the manufacturing side. I
remember him to be a very soft-spoken and logical person.
In the next year, the Thai representative was a sales person.
His style was outgoing, talkative and charismatic. How
different the two were! Yet, they both came from the same
country and company. Such an observation helped me to
dismiss my generalizations about Thai people.

In a similar program at another company in which I am
involved, there is specific time allocated in the evening of
each day to have a discussion about each participant's
strengths and developmental points with the HR managers
who were observing the event during the day. The evaluative
results of this review session are subsequently explained to
the line managers and used as reference in actual HR-related
decisions about promotion.

Many HR Departments pursue the development of a global
employee database and consider this to be a sufficient
accomplishment for “getting to know its employees.” No
matter how much information is populated into such a
database, as far as I understand, there are no fields in an
employee database to record the kind of information and
insights gained from observations made during such a
program.

Conclusion

In terms of HR management, any discourse that simply
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posits “Japanese” versus “non-Japanese” as two discrete
groups is akin to ignoring the complexity of people and the

innate abilities and motivations of a global workforce.

As a non-Japanese person living in Japanese society, I
clearly understand that the similarities in a society as
homogenous as Japan — whereby everyone is educated with
the same textbooks, uses the same language and is watching
the same television programs daily — seems to create a sense
of unity amongst Japanese people not shared with people
from elsewhere.

On the other hand, I am always fascinated by how —
despite this “sense of national unity” — there is quite a lot
of diversity in thinking, interests, hobbies and lifestyle choices
among Japanese. And, even the Japanese language itself is
diverse with regional dialects and a multitude of new words

coming into the lexicon.

It is this diversity amidst such homogeneity that makes
Japan a fascinating place for me to spend my life. This point
of view has affected my approach to HR work over the years
and is a point of view from which all HR people in Japan
should think.

At your company, are your HR policies and initiatives
steeped in stereotypes and generalizations or based upon
observations and realizations from the frontline of business
across borders and through to the hearts and minds of the
diversity of your company's people?
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