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Bryan Sherman, President

As a human resource management consultant
and trainer in Japan, I have spoken with managers
within many Japanese companies across a variety
of industries regarding an issue of dire importance
to the expansion and continual prosperity of their
businesses : the challenge of developing a work-
force of employees that is capable of operating
effectively on a global basis.

While it would be mutually beneficial for both
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the company-side and employee-side if all new
employees were to join the company having had
overseas study experience during university days,
the majority of new workers are still woefully
lacking in any cross-border experience. How does
this trend impact business performance over the
long term? According to the IMD World Talent
Ranking 2019 which is a ranking of 63 countries,
Japan is ranked at #35 overall based upon a vari-
ety of metrics including educational levels, man-
agement skills and corporate and government
infrastructure. However, on the individual metric
of “International Experience of senior managers is
generally significant”, Japan is ranked right at the
bottom with a score of 63. That is to say that
international experience is significantly insuffi-
cient.

Given this situation, what should a company do
in order to gear up its workforce to compete in a
world where the ability to engage in international
communication and collaboration is expected of
any modern-day professional? In this essay, I
would like explain some of the shifts in mindset
and competencies that I think are necessary for
working in a globalized world. Then, I will express
some ideas for how the HR departments of global-

izing companies should take action.

We are “domestic and not yet global” is not an
acceptable mindset

In my conversations with the managers of HR
departments in companies around Japan, it is often
commented to me that “we are still very domestic
and not yet global.” If the operations of the company
were carried out only within the Japanese domes-
tic market and not in other overseas markets, such
a statement would be factual and reasonable. How-
ever, many times, the manager who has just
uttered such a phrase is working in a company
that already has established overseas subsidiaries.
Sometimes, the portion of revenue received from
overseas markets already exceeds the revenue

from the domestic Japanese market. Why would
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such a seemingly illogical statement be expressed?
This is because (1) the majority of employees
within the HQ in Japan are focusing most of their
resources and efforts only on the Japanese mar-
ket ; they remain unaware of business operations
within overseas subsidiaries of their own company
(that is to say that the overseas operations are
handled by expatriates sent from Japan and locally
hired “national staff” with little input and oversight
from the Headquarters in Japan) and (2) efforts
have not been substantially made to unify pro-
cesses and standards across the group companies
of the conglomerate. I postulate that these two
points are manifestations of a sense of psychologi-
cal distance between that which is “domestic” and
“global”.

The generally accepted argument is that in
order to become “global from Japan”, a person
needs to leave the “domestic market”, develop
proficiency in a foreign language and endure diffi-
culties in a cross-cultural environment. While such
an experience would indeed foster a global mind,
such a prescription for global development mini-
mizes the possibility of becoming “globalized” with-
out even leaving Japan!

Consider the actual meaning of the word
“global”. Global is synonymous with “the planet”
which happens to be a spherical, globe. Although
leaving one’s native environment to experience
another culture is helpful to jumpstart one’s
growth and maturity as a global professional, the
starting point for anything “global” is “right here,
wherever you are on the globe.”

In other words, “global” is not “out there.”
“Global” is not a particular place. “Global” is a
mindset. A “domestic” mindset is characterized by
comfort and familiarity ; navigating in “domestic”
environments can be done without deep thought
and consideration. “Global”, on the other hand, is
ambiguous and uncomfortable. To be “global”
requires that individuals possess courage to navi-
gate through difficulty.

To make this shift from a “domestic” to “global”

mindset, an individual must embark on a jour-
ney—not necessarily a journey that involves
planes and international travel, but rather a jour-
ney of self-discovery from which crucial skills and
competencies can be developed. From such a jour-
ney, the individual can begin to deal with “global
situations” while even in Japan.
From self-discovery to interconnection with oth-
ers

Self-discovery begins with introspection and the
enhancement of self-awareness. According to vari-
ous lists of global business competencies that I
have referenced, the characteristic of “self-aware-
ness” appears often. In a seminal article by Daniel
Goleman titled, “What makes a leader?” which was
published in the Harvard Business Review in 1998,
Goleman asserts that leaders must have “emotional
intelligence”. Emotional intelligence is made up of
5 key characteristics, of which self-awareness leads
the list.

The following questions are relevant for self-dis-
covery -

[] What type of person are you?

[] What are your strengths?

[ ] What do you want to improve upon or

develop?

[ ] What behaviors are supporting your suc-
cess?
What behaviors should you stop?

What are your aspirations?

0o

What is the significance of your nationality
(ie. being born as a Japanese person, a Chi-
nese person or American person) ?

In a comfortable and familiar environment, it is
easy to slip into a mode of complacency and avoid
deepening one’s self-awareness. But without a
sense of self-awareness, it is difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to assert one’s self in a global business envi-
ronment. The promise of success will come only to
those individuals whose self-awareness will enable
them to overcome hesitation, possess a healthy
dose of self-confidence and the inertia to act proac-

tively and with a flexible, open-mind even in the
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face of fast-moving competition.

And then, to put these characteristics to use in a
global environment, it is prudent to foster a sense
of interconnectedness with all people. The world
history of civilizations is fraught with examples of
people erecting walls to keep out foreign influ-
ences and peoples. History is the story of “us ver-
sus them.” But to be a global person, it is
necessary to discount the draw of nationalism, to
deny any sense of exceptionalism, and to recognize
the commonalities to be found in our globe of
humanity. To be global is to simultaneously live in
concentric neighborhoods of increasing scale.
While a person may reside in a neighborhood in
Setagaya in the city of Tokyo, that person also
resides in the neighborhood of humanity which
encompasses the worldwide eco-system. To simul-
taneously recognize one’s “multiple home
addresses” and to feel a sense of interconnected-
ness with all of one’s neighbors in humanity is a
necessary mindset for becoming “globally intercon-

nected as one among many.”

What should the HR Departments be doing to fos-
ter the development of global mindedness in
Japan?
(1) Modernize the social contract between compa-
nies and employees
In Japan, companies have been traditionally
paternalistic. They provide employees with an
implicit promise of long-term employment in
exchange for their loyalty ; companies expect a
certain level of self-sacrifice in exchange for stable
employment. Such a system has served Japanese
companies and employees well until now. But now-
adays, with much uncertainty in the global mar-
kets, employees and companies will be better
served when employees are not just loyal, but
have a sense of crisis about the need to contribute
actively and fully through their work.
(2) Foster introspection through training and
development programs

In this regard, HR should develop programs and
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initiatives to encourage employees to learn from
the past, particularly the entrepreneurial spirit
that built Japanese industry. Then, employees
should be challenged to align their own personal
mission with the mission, vision, and values of the
company in order to think towards the future. In
career development planning exercises, employees
should be challenged to ask themselves : who am
I? What am I good at? How do I want to make an
impact?

Employees should be challenged by the corpo-
rate culture and internal HR systems to be contin-
ually self-aware and demonstrate behaviors of
interconnectedness with colleagues worldwide.
While companies should foster long-term mutual
satisfaction between employees and the company,
it is advisable to make it easier for those employ-
ees who cannot adapt to leave the company and
seek opportunities elsewhere.

(3) Unify HR practices across the entire global
conglomerate

To help employees feel a sense of interconnect-
edness with colleagues the world over, HR should
be the role model for communicating and collabo-
rating with overseas counterparts. HR should
make the efforts to unify HR practices under one
global HR system so that employees working
within the global conglomerate, whether originally
hired in Japan or overseas, are connected under a
system with similar standards for training &
development, promotion and compensation. HR
should create training opportunities for Japanese
and non-Japanese employees to come together.(In
many companies, the HR standards in Japan have
not been aligned with overseas subsidiaries and
separate training and development programs are
conducted for Japanese and non-Japanese employ-
ees.)

(4) Foster demographic diversity and inclusion in
Japan

Additionally, as the trend towards hiring

non-Japanese employees directly into the global

HQ in Japan continues, companies should embrace
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demographic diversity and HR departments should

support policies of inclusion.

Conclusion

Some employees in a company may become
global “in mind and in body”—that is to say that
some employees may actually be expatriated to
work in an overseas subsidiary. Such employees
will develop proficiency in a foreign language that
helps them to bridge actual relations and conduct
business globally. Japanese companies need to con-
tinually expatriate individuals to take on assign-
ments abroad to support the development of truly
global talent (#' @ — %)V AW). However, such
opportunities are limited. While not all employees
will be selected for such international transfers,
this is not a reason to preclude the development of
global mindedness. If an employee who works only
in the “domestic” market were to develop the
mindset as explained above via a journey of
self-awareness and a sense of interconnectedness
with others, then all employees can operate as
global workers (7 @ —/3)V A#f) without leaving

Japan.
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