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Abstract

The industrial success of Japan in the latter
half of the twentieth century led to great inte-
rest in the Japanese management model and its
associated concepts such as kaizen, JIT, and sa-
tei. When Japanese companies began expanding
into the United States, the United Kingdom, and
other Western countries, a debate ensued about
whether the Japanese management model could
be successfully transferred to Western firms. This
transference was often termed the Japanization
of the West. The debate was at its prime from
1980 to 2000. After outlining the key features

1. INTRODUCTION

The rise of Japanese industry starting in
the 1950s led to increasing global interest in
Japanese management concepts and meth-
ods. As large Japanese companies became
increasingly competitive with Western
firms and began to spread Westward, inter-
est in the so-called Japanese miracle be-
came intense during the final decades of
the last century (Tsutsui, 1998). During the
period 1980 to 2000, a significant question
on the minds of researchers and manag-
ers was whether the Japanese management
model could be transferred successfully to

of the Japanese model, this paper reviews rele-
vant literature from the period to determine the
prominent positions and arguments presented in
the debate. The paper concludes by identifying
several main themes reflected in the controversy
and questioning the usefulness of the blanket term
Japanization in examining the transference of the
Japanese model to the West.

Keywords: Japanization, management mo-
dels, literature review

Western countries (a transfer often termed
Japanization).

This paper focuses on the Japanization
controversy during that period. Some ar-
gued that the Japanese model could be suc-
cessfully transferred to Western firms, re-
sulting in significant performance increases.
On the other side, proponents claimed that
while the Japanese model may have worked
well in Japan, it had certain features that
made it inappropriate for transference to
Western organizations. Some questioned
whether the term Japanization was even
helpful for discussing the transfer of the
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Japanese model. Both sides of the discus-
sion brought forward empirical evidence to
support their position. This paper reviews
literature from the period that presents argu-
ments from each side.

The remainder of the paper has four sec-
tions. The first explains the Japanese man-
agement model that powered the dialogue.
The second focuses on the debate concern-
ing Japanization. The third reports empiri-
cal evidence supporting various positions
on the transferability of the Japanese man-
agement model. The fourth section con-
cludes by identifying key themes reflected
in the debate.

2. THE JAPANESE
MANAGEMENT MODEL

In its inception, the Japanese manage-
ment model was strongly influenced by
William Edwards Deming’s Total Quality
Management (TQM) principles. TQM has
been defined as a system that enables engi-
neering, production, marketing, and service
to achieve total customer satisfaction while
striving for the most economical processes
(Feigenbaum, 1983). Regarding produc-
tion, TQM had four main stages: Plan, Do,
Check, and Act. Large companies in Japan
adopted the outlines of this cycle but ex-
tended it to include elements reflective of
the Japanese context. Whereas TQM em-
phasizes fulfilling customer satisfaction by
improving quality, the focus of the Japanese
management paradigm was on all aspects
of the production process. A central fea-
ture of the Japanese model was termed kai-
zen, a focus on making continuing minor,
gradual improvements to approach perfec-
tion. Workers were expected to contribute
to the task by eliminating waste and up-
grading processes gradually and continu-
ously (Robertson et al., 1992). Accordingly,
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employees gathered in small groups—qual-
ity circles—to provide their ideas for im-
proving processes (Oliver and Wilkinson,
1992). The establishment of quality circles
was based on recognizing that workers who
deal with a specific task may be the best
persons to determine changes that could in-
crease the efficiency of performing the task.

A second central aspect of the Japanese
model is timing and inventory. The model
included the concept of just-in-time (JIT),
which referred to timing so that (a) the pro-
duction of items was well-matched with
customer demand (Schonberger, 1982) and
(b) inventory of raw materials and com-
ponents used to produce finished items
was kept at a minimum. JIT required sup-
pliers to agree to provide, in a timely way,
sufficient materials to assure continuous
production (Roper, 1997). The JIT model,
allied with TQC, implied that supplier de-
liveries and produced items are defect-free
and made just when needed (Wilkinson,
1990). This aspect of the Japanese model
was mainly reflected by the Japanese au-
tomaker Toyota, with the term Toyotism or
Toyotaism becoming synonymous with JIT
(Delbridge, 1998). The practices encom-
passed by JIT gave birth to lean produc-
tion, a term developed at the International
Motor Vehicle Program centered at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT). Lean production is a set of manufac-
turing principles that constantly improve all
company processes, introduce zero waste,
and zero defects (Womack et al., 1990).
Lean production was contrasted with mass
production, which was an outgrowth of
the manufacturing philosophy of Fordism.
Mass production was characterized by un-
skilled or semiskilled workers who pro-
duced standardized products, using expen-
sive machines that required extra resources
to consider possible disruption (Womack et
al., 1990).
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A third central element of the Japanese
model was the organization of labor and
work practices. Teams of workers were re-
sponsible for producing the items to be used
by the next team. The first team considered
the next team to be its functional customer
and produced according to the next team’s
demands. This process was in contrast to
manufacturing according to a master plan
(Wilkinson, 1990). Work arrangements also
involved worker flexibility and learning
by doing, which contrasts with the Fordist
mass manufacturing system that relied
on assembly lines with workers perform-
ing one or a few simple tasks (Kenney &
Florida, 1988).

A fourth feature of the Japanese model
consisted of labor relations practices. Large
companies in Japan adhered to three basic
guidelines: lifetime employment for work-
ers, seniority systems of pay and promotion
(termed the satei system), and enterprise
unions (Dohse et al., 1988). These prac-
tices were held to encourage workers to
view themselves as an integral part of the
company and promote their dedication and
loyalty to the firm. Though present in large
Japanese firms, the three features of labor
relations were typically provided only to
full-time, core employees and often were
not present in smaller firms (Inagami, 1996;
Morris and Wilkinson, 1998).

The success of the Japanese manage-
ment model in Japan raised the possibil-
ity that its various aspects could be adopted
in other countries to improve production.
Prime initial regions for Japanese firms to
locate their manufacturing facilities were
the United States, the United Kingdom, and
other European nations, where Japanese
management practices were seen as a rem-
edy for decreasing competitiveness. At the
time, Japanese firms interested in entering
Western markets were facing trade concerns

from the United States and protectionist
risks from European countries. Wanting to
maintain and increase market share, they
saw foreign expansion as a solution, with
Japanese plants supplying inexpensive but
high-quality components to be assembled
overseas (Elger & Smith, 1994). In the
United States, Japanese direct investment
(JDI) was accepted under the belief that it
would generate job growth, help to estab-
lish competitive factories, and introduce hu-
man resource techniques and labor relations
policies that had aided Japan’s economic
success (Milkman, 1992). In Britain, it was
believed that JDI and the transfer of the
Japanese management model would help
solve the problems of uncompetitiveness
and outdated management—worker relations
(Stewart, 1998).

Accordingly, in the last decades of the
twentieth century, the management prin-
ciple of kaizen was starting to be exported
to the West. According to Kolm (1985),
by embodying a belief in the possibility of
continuous improvement, kaizen marked
a departure from the typical objectives of
Western factories: “A Western factory nor-
mally sets itself a quality goal—for exam-
ple, 95%—and it is satisfied if it arrives at
that goal” (p. 237). A prime management
principle of large Japanese companies, in
contrast, was the assumption that improve-
ment of any company process is always
possible and that the constant goal should
be perfection. Thus: “The Japanese pro-
ducer is a devotee of maximization, not of
‘satisficing’” (Kolm, 1985, p. 237).

3. THE JAPANIZATION
DEBATE 1980-2000

Some commentators during the pe-
riod 1980-2000 spoke enthusiastically of
transferring the Japanese model to Western
manufacturing firms. Two of these were
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Kenney and Florida (1988). They held that
the Japanese management model was at the
focus of a process of technological and eco-
nomic restructuring that would have signifi-
cant effects on the future of the internation-
al economy and particular nations and the
roles and welfare of workers. They viewed
the dissemination of the Japanese system as
a new phase of the development of capital-
ism. The difficulty, according to them, lay
in attempting to superimpose these innova-
tive worker processes on Western Fordist
industries (Kenney & Florida, 1988).

In their influential book The Machine
that Changed the World, Womack et al.
(1990) agreed with Kennedy and Florida
(1988), maintaining that Japanese-inspired
lean production was the future of manufac-
turing. The researchers stated that the mod-
el was a marriage of mass and craft pro-
duction. Contrary to mass production, lean
production called for workers with more
skills and increased opportunities for team-
based creativity.

Authors of another influential book,
The U.S. Auto Manufacturing Industry
(Fine et al., 1996), a product of the MIT
International Motor Vehicle Program, had
a positive evaluation of the transfer of JIT
and lean production to the West. The au-
thors spoke glowingly of several factories
that had adopted Japanese-inspired man-
agement practices. These included CAMI,
a Canadian joint venture between U.S.-
based General Motors and Japanese Suzuki,
which combined conveyor-based assembly
with post-Fordist technical and operational
features. New United Motor Manufacturing
Inc. (NUMMYI) in California, jointly owned
by U.S.-based General Motors and the
Toyota Motor Corporation, was reported to
double the productivity of the old plant and
reduce worker absenteeism by 90 percent.
Fine et al. (1996) also pointed to the Opel
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automobile plant in Eisenbach, Germany,
as a successful venture into using Japanese-
inspired management principles, with the
Opel already competitive with imported
Japanese cars.

Others who spoke positively of Kaizen
technology included Cheser (1998), who
held that the movement of manufacturing
from traditional methods to kaizen had re-
sulted in substantial productivity gains in
the United States. Webb and Bryant (1993)
claimed that for U.S firms to regain their
competitive edge, they needed to stop main-
ly relying on technological breakthroughs
and innovation instead of becoming pro-
cess-oriented rather than results-oriented.
This meant that they needed, in a word, to
embrace kaizen technology with its insist-
ence on slight continuous improvement,
statistical quality control techniques, and
its claim that all of a firm’s employees can
contribute to both quality and productiv-
ity improvements. Webb and Bryant argued
that even innovations must be made subject
to kaizen methodologies. Any innovative
system is subject to entropy and must em-
ploy a continuous system of improvements
to maintain and improve the system.

On the other side of the debate, Elger
and Smith (1994) claimed that transfer-
ring the Japanese management system to
Western countries was a difficult proposi-
tion. One problem was that Western firms
would need to learn radical new calcula-
tion and management intervention forms.
Possibly a stronger drawback was the pros-
pect of implementing the Japanese model
of labor relations. Elger and Smith held that
Western companies would need to do more
than change their production process to fol-
low the Japanese system. They would also
need to learn a new type of management
in which employees were encouraged to
contribute to the design of the production
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function. Moreover, workers in a Western
firm incorporating the Japanese labor rela-
tions system would have to agree to kai-
zen, which would require a committed and
tractable workforce. Elger and Smith main-
tained, however, that management in the
majority of Western firms was incapable of
instituting the necessary degree of agree-
ment and commitment because the Japanese
system of employee rewards and punish-
ments would be unacceptable to employees
in most Western firms.

Price (1997) addressed Kenney and
Florida’s (1988) positive views by main-
taining that workers in Fordist manufac-
turing plants would find it problematic to
move away from established mass produc-
tion processes while also giving up the rela-
tively independent exercise of their views in
the workplace. Price held that Kenney and
Florida’s attempt to develop an objective
theory of the Japanese production system
amounted to a view of economic determin-
ism that would define the future of capital-
ism but that they had misunderstood the
nature of Fordism. While Price admitted
that the lean production system might pro-
liferate globally, Japanese working arrange-
ments would not be exported so easily. If it
could permeate firms globally, “the future
will be grim indeed” (p. 260).

Dohse et al. (1985) did not perceive
the Japanese system as an alternative to
Fordism. Still, they held that the system
practiced the same organizational prin-
ciples as Fordism but with increased
management control mechanisms. The
authors maintained that the work was or-
ganized according to Western principles,
but with more significant pressure being
exerted on individual workers, which they
held was the critical element that makes
the Japanese system work as well as it
does. Furthermore, the Japanese model of

industrial relations could not be seen as a
participatory model since the alleged par-
ticipation occurred in a controlled context
in which the topics, goals, and forms of ex-
pression are only for company interests.

The debate was complicated by vari-
ous commentators questioning the mean-
ing and use of Japanization. According to
Oliver and Wilkinson (1997), the concept
of Japanization was valuable by providing a
focus with which to consider the change in
industrial Britain and by stimulating a fruit-
ful debate about workplace organization,
management systems, economic structures,
and the relations between organizations.
This has led to questioning and rethinking
perspectives on such issues.

In contrast, some had misgivings about
the use of the term. Elger and Smith (1994)
maintained that the word Japanization
should be used with caution because differ-
ent researchers treated the concept differ-
ently. One approach - Japanization consid-
ered a whole package - involved focusing
on the degree to which all of the different
elements, including manufacturing meth-
ods, work organization, and personnel and
employment relations, had been incorporat-
ed in Western companies. Another approach
- dual Japanization—divided Japanization
into core and peripheral types of manage-
ment, in which overseas companies were
typically viewed as embodying a diluted
form of Japanese management practices.
A third way to consider Japanization in
the West was disaggregated Japanization,
which treated the export of Japanese man-
agement methods as varying according to
different local conditions and industrial sec-
tors. At the same time, model export could
also be considered disaggregated because
more basic assembly processes were rel-
egated to overseas operations. In contrast,
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the high-value assembly of components re-
mains in Japan.

Others questioned the value of using
the term Japanization when attempting to
understand Japanese direct investment in
Britain (e.g., Stewart, 1998). Procter and
Ackroyd (1998) argued that the empha-
sis by researchers on the Japanization of
British industry had led to a misunder-
standing of how British manufacturing had
been developing. Graham (1988) criticized
Japanization as concealing the circum-
stance that companies adopted Japanese
methods on a piecemeal basis. Other re-
searchers finding that British firms only
adopted parts of the Japanese model includ-
ed Elger and Smith (1998) and Delbridge
(1998).

4. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Empirical evidence brought to bear to
support each side of the debate was mixed.
To help gauge the effect on employees of
kaizen implementation in U.S. factories,
Cheser (1998) surveyed 236 nonsupervi-
sory production employees from three U.S.
manufacturing firms in diverse industries
and regions. The companies all had incor-
porated kaizen principles for several years.
This study sought to determine how vari-
ous employee characteristics were related to
the implementation of kaizen on their shop
floor. Using the Job Diagnostics Survey
and the Job Characteristics Model, Cheser
found that kaizen implementation was as-
sociated with increased internal motiva-
tion, job enrichment, and strength of growth
needs among the surveyed employees.

Also, on the positive side of the debate,
Milkman (1992) provided evidence from
the NUMMI auto plant in California that
Japanese lean production was compatible
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with unionized U.S. labor. Agreeing with
some of the findings that would later be re-
ported by Fine et al. (1996), Milkman also
reported that productivity and quality at the
plant were high and that workers on flex-
ible teams with rotating jobs were involved
in improving the processes of production.
However, in Japanese non-automobile
plants in California with at least 100 em-
ployees, Milkman (1992) found that the
plants did not conform to the Japanese man-
agement principle of lean production with
significant worker participation. The plants
hired managers trained in the United States,
employed standard U.S. human resource
techniques, and did not differ significant-
ly from non-Japanese nonunion plants in
California.

Parker and Slaughter (1994) disa-
greed with Milkman’s (1992) evaluation of
NUMMLI, claiming that workers there were
subjected to exploitation by management.
Earlier, Parker and Slaughter (1988) had
launched destructive criticisms of NUMMI
and other Japanese-owned and managed
plants in the United States as involving
“management by stress.” They claimed that
although NUMMI was ranked very highly
in terms of the quality of the vehicles man-
ufactured, the company had achieved these
gains through exercising control of workers
in the production line that was far greater
than what was common in other U.S. auto
plants. This regimentation included break-
ing work procedures down to straightfor-
ward actions, extremely tight specifica-
tions and monitoring of work procedures,
and using a skeleton workforce without
replacements for absentees, all of which
kept workers intensely at their jobs without
a moment or two to relax and without the
safeguards of overwork that are typically
written into United Auto Worker contracts.
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According to Rinehart et al. (1997), the
imported Japanese management system at
CAMI, which Fine et al. (1996) held ex-
emplary, was just as authoritarian as tradi-
tional U.S. management. Rinehart and as-
sociates found that worker commitment was
low, suggesting that the lean management
method could be effective without commit-
ted workers as long as they performed their
tasks competently. Even though lean pro-
duction was associated with having teams,
most technical operations at CAMI were
conducted without teams, and there was lit-
tle unification of mental and manual labor.
Kaizen was emphasized to reduce cost but
not concerning safety or more interesting
jobs. The challenging work and multiskilled
workers called for by lean production theo-
ry were not evidenced in the CAMI plant,
where opportunities for skills development
were few. While vehicles were made by
teams headed by a team leader, there was
no significant contrast between lean and
mass production. The researchers conclud-
ed that the CAMI facility was not much dif-
ferent from traditional auto manufacturing
plants (Rinehart et al., 1997).

Palmer (1996) researched three non-
unionized Japanese manufacturing plans
in the West Midlands in Britain. The first
company, Speed, was found to have excel-
lent product quality but dealt with many
unexpected results of worker actions. At a
second firm, Copy Company, tension arose
concerning personnel practices, resulting
in policy revisions. The third company,
CommuniCo, had many instances of the
workforce not complying with the intended
patterns of motivation and discipline. None
of the three companies were seen to empha-
size workers’ understanding of the produc-
tion system, which was supposed to be a
vital feature of the Japanese model. Palmer
(1996) concluded that Japanese manufactur-
ing companies in Britain had not resolved

the problem of worker resistance, which in-
dicated that elements of the Japanese mod-
el sometimes did not work in the British
context.

Delbridge (1998) studied shop-floor life
in a Japanese-owned consumer electronics
plant in Britain that supposedly followed
the Japanese model concerning indus-
trial relations and found that the model’s
claimed workplace empowerment was not
present. He found that shop-floor life in the
firms was exceedingly routine and chal-
lenging. He suggested that for sufficiently
mature technologies where significant im-
provements cannot be expected, such as
consumer electronics, worker involvement
in planning is held to a minimum in the
Japanese system.

Wood (1991) examined to what ex-
tent the Japanese models of JIT (which he
termed Toyotism) and of employee relations
systems (termed Japanization) were being
used in the British auto industry. He found
that whereas JIT had become a mainstay for
British auto management, the only evidence
that Japanese employee relations principles
regarding supervision, training, assessment
and pay had penetrated the industry was
with the U.K. Japanese Nissan plant. Wood
concluded that both concepts—Toyotism
and Japanization—were limited in their
application.

A study of 31 Japanese-owned com-
panies in the Dusseldorf region was con-
ducted in Germany. Japanese and German
managers and German workers were inter-
viewed to learn about contrasts in culture
and management style the employees en-
countered in their job experiences (Lincoln
et al., 1995). The researchers found cultural
disparities and language issues that some-
times caused friction between German
workers and managers on the one hand and
Japanese managers on the other. Most of the
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obstacles to smooth relations between rep-
resentatives of each nationality were related
to differences in organizational practices
rather than culture. The habits included
contrasts between top-down (German) and
consensus (Japanese) decision making, the
Japanese emphasis on generalist job roles
versus German specialist roles, and fric-
tions regarding Japanese reluctance to pro-
vide detailed appraisals of employees. The
researchers reported that the companies ex-
amined did not appear to be suffering from
internal issues. They attributed this not to
incorporating the Japanese model but to the
skill and professionalism of the employees
of the companies.

Notably, little was said about transfer-
ring to the West the labor relations aspect
of the Japanese management model. An
exception was Dohse et al. (1985). They
claimed that the Japanese system of life-
long employment and the elimination of
the relationship between work requirements
and wages required competition among
Japanese workers and reliance on subjective
evaluation by supervisors. These features
limited this aspect of the Japanese system
in the West, where employment security
had to be assured without the model’s dis-
ciplinary features. As a result of such con-
siderations, Dohse et al. (1985) held that the
Japanese system was not stable in its trans-
ference to Western countries.

Transference of the main elements of
Japanese labor relations to Western firms
may have been problematic because, more
than any other element of the Japanese
management model, these features, espe-
cially lifetime employment and the satei
system, seemed dependent on Japanese
culture. Anderson and Yoshimura (1997)
argued the importance of understanding
the Japanese social system in comprehend-
ing how the company works in Japan. From
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early on, the Japanese male is taught to con-
form to group norms and is inculcated with
the social qualities that would enable him to
secure an excellent job in a Japanese com-
pany. Workers in the West are socialized
differently. For instance, Americans tend to
consider individuality a critical value and
may be at odds with the idea of conform-
ity (Anderson & Yoshimura, 1997). Such
differences suggested that transferring the
Japanese form of employee relations to
the West faced obstacles. Endo (1994) ex-
plained that the satei system constituted
a social problem even in Japan. The sys-
tem led to a very competitive landscape.
Workers were strongly encouraged to im-
press management with their zeal for their
job by working overtime, not taking vaca-
tion time, and attending unpaid meetings
during their leisure time. These practices
significantly decreased worker leisure time,
which negatively impacted the workers and
their families and, in extreme cases, result-
ed in death from overwork. According to
Endo (op. cit.), by increasing obedience to
management, satei also infringed on work-
ers’ legal rights.

S. CONCLUSIONS

A few conclusions may be drawn from
this review of some main contributions to
the Japanization debate during the last two
decades of the twentieth century. First, it
seems evident that there was general agree-
ment that implementing Japanese manage-
ment principles in Western plants led to
increased quality and productivity. Second,
criticisms of the implementations mainly
concerned the supposition that the Japanese
model provided advantages for workers not
present in plants geared to Fordist produc-
tion. Some commentators complained that
the degree to which workers were empow-
ered was much less than claimed. Critics
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maintained that the new arrangements al-
lowed management to control workers more
thoroughly. At least in some cases, work-
ing conditions were more demanding and
oppressive than they had been in older as-
sembly-line plants. In sum, positive voices
in the debate mostly cited those Japanese
model aspects embodied by kaizen and
JIT. Negative voices generally talked about
the model’s portrayal of labor organization
and work practices. This difference gives
evidence for the views of researchers who
took issue with the blanket use of the term
Japanization.

Given that the Japanese model had
four significant aspects, the issue in ques-
tion seems not to have been about the
Japanization of the West. It was not about
whether the entire Japanese management
model could be exported to the West suc-
cessfully. Instead, the issue seems to have
been more about to what degree any of the
four main aspects of the model could be
successfully transferred to Western firms.
Given the literature reviewed, tentative an-
swers are “Yes” to kaizen and JIT, “No”
to the satei system, and “It depends on the
product being manufactured, the age of
the required technology, and likely other
variables” concerning the model’s stipula-
tions about worker organization and work
practices.
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DEBATA O “JAPANIZACIJI” OD 1980. DO 2000.:
KRATKI POVIJESNI PREGLED

Sazetak

Industrijski uspjeh Japana u drugoj polovini
XX. stoljeca doveo je do znacajnog interesa za
Jjapanski model menadzmenta i povezane kon-
cepte, kao Sto su kaizen, Just-In-Time (JIT) i sa-
tei. Kada su se japanska poduzeca pocela Siriti
u Sjedinjene Drzave, Veliku Britaniju i druge
zapadne zemlje, pokrenula se rasprava o tome
moze li se japanski model menadzmenta uspjesno
prenijeti u zapadna poduzeca, a Sto se cesto na-
zivalo ,,Japanizacijom “. Ova je rasprava bila na
svom vrhuncu od 1980. do 2000. godine. Nakon

definiranja kljucnih obiljezja japanskog modela,
u ovom se radu izlaze pregled odgovarajuce lit-
erature iz navedenog perioda, kako bi se odredile
kljucne porzicije i argumenti, izneseni u raspravi.
U zakljucku rada se identificiraju temeljne teme,
koje se odnose na kontroverze i upitnu korisnost
pojam ,,Japanizacije* u istraZivanju prenosivosti
Jjapanskog modela u zapadne zemlje.

Kljuéne rije€i: ,, Japanizacija “, menadzerski
modeli, pregled literature
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