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A THOUGHT ON JAPANESE-STYLE COMPETITION

- Implications of Socio-Cultural Factors on Economic Principles -

{Summary}

Kano Yamamoto

In order to understand critical economic problems Japan has been experiencing in
recent years, it would be useful to consider implications of socio-cultural factors
which have not systematically been focussed in ordinary macro-economic analysis
and literatures, This paper is an attempt to consider how Japanese-style social structures
and values could affect economic decision making process and market equilibrium
conditions by using a theory on Japanese social structure developed by a social

anthropologist, Chie Nakane.

If we assume that the social structures and values emphasized in her model of
yertical society" is significant enough to affect decision making process of Japanese
firms, consumers as well as public administrators, series of economic problems Japan
has been facing could systematically be linked together and be better explained. These
include the following:

(1) Why is Japanese business competition that is often quoted as "excess
competition" or "over competition" an important economic issue? Why is "yokonarabi
ishiki" ("Right dress!" consciousness--a sense of keeping a rivalry position among
other peers) so strong in Japanese community? Why do Japanese business often
disregard short-run profitability?

(2) Why is the preservation of long-time employment policy a pricrity factor in
business restructuring process? Why do many business leaders consider that the
process of changing life-time employment system would be a gradual one?

(3) Why are government controls and administrative guidances deeply rooted?
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Why is the free market access so limited and why is it so difficult to open market free
in Japan?

(4) Why are Japanese consumers not responsive enough to price changes? Why
are the advantages of the yen appreciation slow to be passed on to consumers?

(5) Why do Japanese often face perception gaps in trade and other international

negotiations?

In a vertical society as described.in Nakane model, a strong motivation for
competition among horizontally placed similar groups would likely distort ordinary
market equilibrium conditions derived from traditional economic principles. Although
quantification of socio-cultural factors is not easy, such inter-disciplinary approach
to macro-economic analysis will be useful in understanding structural problems as
mentioned above. As there appear to be some similarities in socio-cultural backgrounds
in Asia, especially in East Asian countries where tradition of Confucian ethics exists,
for instance, it may be extended as well to analyze the outstanding economic
performance of these countries in recent years. In view of the further globalization of
the economy in prospect, inter-disciplinary studies to relate socio-cultural and
economic factors would need to be strengthened in order to grasp more realistic

pictures.



