MANAGING

SHOULD YOU WORK

FOR THE JAPANESE?

To some Americans, the experience is fascinating. To others—especially women—it can be
frustrating. Before you jump, take a close look at these bosses—and yourself. B by Susan Moffat

SHOULD YOU work for
the Japanese? Americans
increasingly are facing that
question; at least 300,000
already get their paychecks
from Japan and the num-
ber could double by the end of the decade.
As the Japanese acquire more U.S. compa-
nies, some Americans won't have much of a
choice—unless, of course, they leave.

Working for a Japanese company can be
rewarding. It's a chance to learn from
America’s stiffest competitor, and some-
times it can provide welcome refuge from
the frantic downsizing and restructuring
that have heen so prevalent in US. indus-
try. Says William Tompkins, compensation
manager at Hitachi America for the past
five years: “At other [U.S.] companies | was
finalizing terminations. Here 1 can practice
human resources rather than manufacture
golden parachutes.”

Before you rush out to sign up with a Fuji
Widgets, however, consider this: For every
happy camper like William Tompkins,
there is an American who has quit in frus-
tration. Though the Japanese are creating
lots of jobs in the U.S., most of the best
anes are still reserved for Japanese. Ameri-
cans are often hired to fill a specific func-
tion, with little regard for long-term career
development. And while Japanese are slow
to fire, their culture of lifetime employment
doesn’t extend to America,

With a few exceptions, Japanese have
been good at managing factory workers, But
they really flounder when confronted with
hard-driving MBAs, many of whom are
women. The egalitarian ethos and emphasis
on team effort thal go over so well on the
shop floor often frustrate managers accus-
tomed to individual responsibility and rec-
ognition. And while blue-collar workers
enjoy a relatively high level of participation
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in decision-making, Americans in the front
office grouse that real policymaking goes on
in Tokyo—or in late-night drinking sessions
in New York sushi bars that seem to exclude
anyone who doesn’t speak Japanese. Amer-
icans learn to despise the fax machines that
transmif mysterious messages in indeci-
pherable seript while they sleep.

Of course, managers at subsidiaries any-

Entrepreneur Weinig (right) with Sony America Chairman Masaaki Morita: faxes all night long
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where in the world tend to have less author-
ity than those back at headquarters,
whether they work for General Motaors,
Philips, or Toyota. But consider these so-
bering statistics: Only 31% of senior man-
agers in Japanese subsidiaries in the United
States arc Americans, according o a survey
by Japan’s Ministry of International Trade
and Industry: in Japan, foreign companics
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