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INTRODUCTION

This past summer, Montclair State University offered a 10-day Study Abroad class to its MBA students.   The class was held in Kyoto, Japan in conjunction with the SGBED’s 10th Annual International Conference.   The format of the course included attending the conference as well as arranged visits to some of Japan’s major corporations in the Kyoto area.   Students enrolled in the course were asked to submit a case analysis on one of the companies visited during the trip in relation to “Creativity & Innovation: Imperatives for Global Business and Development”, which was to topic of the conference.

As an MBA student at MSU, I enrolled in the course.   I love to travel and enjoy learning about other cultures.   This course was perfect for me.   At the time, my logic behind registering for the course was that not only would I earn three credits towards my MBA degree in only 10 days but I would also have the opportunity to visit Japan for the first time; one of the destinations on my ‘countries to visit’ list.

Needless to say, I was more than ecstatic to discover the class schedule not only allotted for plenty of sightseeing time in Kyoto but also included a short visit to Tokyo, Japan’s capital and one of the world’s most crowded cities.

  So in preparation for my exciting trip to Japan, I spent countless hours researching the top sites to visit, put together a list of ‘must see’ attractions and armed myself with a travel guidebook, maps and Japanese phrase brook.

Japan turned out to be everything I expected and more.   From its incredibly hospitable people to its astonishing temples and shrines.   But it wasn’t the sightseeing which intrigued me the most during my visit to Japan – it was the culture.   I was particularly impressed by the Japanese’ ability to preserve their traditions and beliefs while maintaining a position of leadership in technology and innovation around the globe.   They have successfully integrated futuristic innovation into their traditional way of life.   

As I attended the company visits as part of the Study Abroad program, I was especially surprised by the dynamics of the Japanese corporate environment.   First I noticed that although the men were dressed in proper business suits, all the women were dressed in uniforms – pink uniforms.   Second I noticed all the women were very attractive and fairly young; as opposed to the men, their ages ranged greatly.   Third, the only time a [uniformed] female employee was present during our visits was when greeting us in the lobby and giving us a company tour.   Once we entered conference rooms, only male managers and directors were present and led the lectures.   I found all of this rather peculiar.   It didn’t quite match my

image of career women in Japan.   

Based on these observations I decided to research women’s role in the Japanese corporate culture, specifically in relation to Wacoal Holdings Corp.   Japan based Wacoal is a global leader in women’s undergarment industry. (Wacoal.com, 2007) Out of the five companies we visited during our trip, Wacoal was the only one whose product predominantly targets women.   It was also the only company where I observed a female employee not wearing a uniform.   Not only was she not wearing a pink uniform, but she also held a non-clerical position and we had the opportunity to interact with her past the lobby.


THE OFFICE LADY AND CORPORATE JAPAN

Exactly what is the role of women in Japan’s corporate arena?   It is that of an ‘office lady’ (オーエル Ōeru).   An office lady is often a highly educated young woman who generally performs secretarial tasks such as answering phones, greeting visitors and serving tea with little opportunity for advancement.   (Office Lady, 2007)   The increase in office lady positions began after World War II, as offices expanded.   Office ladies were first known as ‘business girls’ or ‘BGs’, until the Japanese realized that English-speakers, mainly Americans, used the acronym ‘B-girl’ to refer to ‘bar girls’ or prostitutes.   Consequently, Shukan-Josei-Jishin (Weekly Women Themselves), a Japanese women's magazine, ran a contest to find a more suitable name for the business girls. Office Lady was chosen in 1963

from the resulting entries. (Cherry, 1991)

In the 1980s being an office lady was the most common job for Japanese women as office ladies accounted for approximately one third of the female work force. (Cherry, 1991)   In 1985, Japan passed its first equal opportunity law and female employment on factory floors, construction sites and behind the wheels of taxis increased but reaching positions of authority has proven to be a true challenge for Japanese women.   Management positions are still reserved for ‘salarymen’. (Fackler, August 2007)

Experts on women’s issues say gender discrimination is not the only hurtle Japanese women have to overcome.   The bigger problem is Japan’s demanding corporate culture.   Professionals on the management-track are expected to work 16-hour days with social drinking afterward at the local bar. (Fackler, 2007)   Since in Japanese society taking care of the home and children is solely the responsibility of the woman, it is nearly impossible for women to successfully balance work and family life.   In fact, Japanese women are expected to quit their jobs once they marry or become pregnant. (French, 2003)

For young career-driven Japanese women overcoming the stereotype that women are supposed to just tend to the home and children is only one obstacle to successfully fulfill family and career goals.   The lack of suitable child-care options make it difficult for women to compete with men at work. (French, 2003) Yukako Kurose

was passed over for promotions after she started leaving work before 6:30 pm to pick up her daughter from day-care.   Yukako was then pushed into a dead-end job and eventually quit. (Fackler, 2007)   Corporate supervisors do not view office ladies as prospective managers because they feel that once women marry or have children they will no longer be fully dedicated to the company and put in as many hours as male employees.

Unlike private nurseries which close early, public nurseries managed by the Japanese Ministry of Education are opened until 10 pm to provide extended hours of childcare to Japanese career women.   But there are only a limited number of public nurseries available and it could be years before a vacancy opens. (French, 2003)   Although the Japanese government claims to be working toward alleviating the shortage of child-care facilities, when Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary Hakubun Shimomura was questioned about the long waiting lists for public nursery schools, he simply replied by saying the problem would be solved if mothers would “stay home and raise their children”. (Hiatt, 2006)

“If expected to work 15 hours a day, then most women will give up,” said Kuniko Inoguchi, a former cabinet minister in charge of gender equality.   “Japan is losing half of its brainpower as it faces a labor shortage.” (Fackler, 2007)

According to the International Labor Organization, over 20 years after passing its equal opportunity labor law, Japan is

still in the dark ages compared to other developed countries like the United States where in 2005 women held 42.5% or managerial positions.   Although women made up almost half (27 million) of Japan’s workforce in 2005, only 10.1% held managerial positions in 2005.   That is only a 3.5% increase from 6.6% in 1985 when the law was passed. (Fackler, 2007)   

“For most Japanese women it is common to leave their jobs after getting married or having children. So in many companies they try to hire fewer women, thus lowering the number of women in business and decision-making positions.” (Ghimire, 2006)

Shukan-Josei (Weekly Women) magazine published stories of women who say they were illegitimately fired because of pregnancy or sought out abortions because they were afraid of being fired.   Masumi Honda, a 33 year old Japanese mother said, “I reported to my boss that I was pregnant and would like to take off for a medical check, when I came home from the hospital, I was shocked that he had just left a message saying that I needn't bother coming to work any more.”   (French, 2003)

As a result of these social and cultural pressures, Japanese women are postponing marriage and children until they are older or foregoing it all together.   The number of unmarried Japanese women ages 25 to 29 almost doubled from 21% to 40% between 1975 and 1990.   Consequently, Japan’s birthrate has dropped sharply and it is currently one of the lowest in the world.   (Japanese Women

on the Web, 2006)   As Japan’s population ages, it can’t afford to waste so much potential.

But even with such daunting troubles as a stagnant economy, workforce shortage, shrinking population and an increasing number of retirees to support, Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe believes the trick will be ‘innovation’.   In fact, the Japanese government is considering bringing retired workers back into the labor force and rising the retirement age, endorsing immigration to attract skilled labor and using more robots rather than promoting women in the workplace to improve economic growth.   (Hiatt, 2006)

There is plenty of innovation in Japan though, so Abe’s plan may work – the Japanese are world champions in awarded patents.   Japan has over 1,200 patents per million people – three times more than the United States. (Mother of Invention, 2007) But if Japan is going to maintain its standard of living, it needs far more innovation. (Pesek, 2007) The kind of innovation Japan needs has to do more with outdated, unfounded societal roles and values and has a lot less to do with technology.   “Japan needs to act aggressively to encourage families to have more children. Doing so involves making it easier for women to work and raise a family, providing affordable day care and, more generally, reducing sexism in corporate Japan”.   (Pesek, 2007)

Studies show that more women in government would also improve economic growth.   “Women are more likely to spend money 

on improving health, education, infrastructure and poverty and less likely to waste it on tanks and bombs.” (The Importance of Sex, 2006)

But after all is said and done, it doesn’t seem Japan’s male dominated workforce wants to change as it would have to in order to increase the birthrate, improve the stagnant economy, and increase national productivity and growth.   Surveys show that Japanese women want two children, but they delay or abstain from marriage and children in astonishing numbers because fathers do not help with house chores or childrearing and because it's so hard for a woman to integrate career and family.   (Hiatt, 2006)


WACOAL AND JAPANESE CAREER WOMEN

Despite overpowering popular beliefs about women’s value in corporate Japan, there are companies like Wacoal.   Although a long way from providing as gender-friendly an environment for its female employees as that of countries like the United States, Wacoal is working vigorously to change old-fashioned Japanese attitudes.   The company realizes that as the sole administrators of the household and its finances, Japanese women understand consumers’ needs and wants, and they are able to develop new business ideas from their experience as consumers. (Griffy-Brown, 2007) The company has put several programs and policies in place to ensure its female employees have the opportunity to fulfill their career goals.

In its 2007 Annual Report titled ‘Resolved to Change’, Wacoal identified one

of its most challenging risk factors as the lack of female managers in positions of leadership.   Wacoal’s success depends on their ability to effectively anticipate and respond to its customers [women] tastes and preferences.   In the women’s intimate garment industry the participation of female marketers and designers, among other positions is vital.   Wacoal realizes the likelihood of recruiting qualified personnel in the male workforce is far less than that in the female workforce. (Resolved to Change, 2007)

Wacoal stated in their 2006 CSR Report that currently women account for only 8.2% of management positions within the company.   Therefore, they are more actively encouraging the promotion of women by including more female employees in training programs for their next generation of managers. (CSR Report, 2006)   Wacoal also now requires all career-track female employees to attend meetings concerning shop management and sales planning. The intent is to more fully reflect the opinions of female employees in business operations. (HRM: Best Use of General Clerical Workers, 2001)

Creating a Diverse, Equitable Workplace
Number of employees (Wacoal Corp. as of April 1, 2006)
Gender Male Female Total
Number of employees 900 4,374 5,274
Number of managers included 471 42 513
(Source: CSR Report, 2006)

To ensure all employees regardless of gender can balance work and family life, Wacoal has implemented programs like ‘Child-Care Leave’ and ‘Nursing

Leave’.   The number of employees taking advantage of these benefits has increased by 17% since 2004. (CSR Report, 2006)


(Source: CSR Report, 2006)

Yet Wacoal’s most noteworthy effort is driven by its overseas affiliate, Philippine Wacoal Corp. (PWC), who has implemented a new business venture specifically for women.   PWC launched a new lingerie brand this summer, Luludi, available only through direct sales by authorized dealerships.   By offering this direct sales business opportunity, PWC is leveraging women’s business-sense and resourcefulness to reach an untapped lingerie-buying market it was not able to get to with its flagship brand.   PWC has made it easy for women to start their own business.   Luludi gives women exclusive dealership privileges that will guarantee a risk-free venture into entrepreneurship.   Becoming an agent involves only a registration fee of 500 PHP (approximately $12 USD) or purchase of 3,000 PHP (approximately $67 USD) worth of Luludi merchandise.   One does not have to invest large amounts of capital and it is simple to become an entrepreneur through this dealership program.   The program offers agents training on the PWC’s business venture, the Luludi product line and the lingerie industry in general.   Luludi agents also enjoy exclusive privileges like discounts, rebates, and prizes. (Lingerie firm offers fashion and business opportunity, 2007)

“Women today value time so much. We are encouraging them to venture into

a business that will make them feel good about themselves and which will not take much of their valuable time. With Luludi’s business offerings, they can be their own boss, manage their own time, finances and career as businesswomen,” said Toshihisa Tanaka, Philippine Wacoal Corp.’s CEO. (Lingerie firm offers fashion and business opportunity, 2007)

Wacoal recognizes that the Japanese corporate culture is still far from fully integrating women as influential leaders and insightful entrepreneurs.   It would take not only a change in corporate attitudes but a change in social roles altogether.   But Wacoal hopes to set an example to other Japanese companies and create more opportunities for women to realize their full potential in the business world.

What is now unmistakable, thanks to recent research, is that in countries like Japan, troubled by demographics and shirking populations, far less women occupy positions of power than in the United States.   Increasing female participation in the labor force of Japan to American levels could only enhance its growth rates. (The Importance of Sex, 2006) The information available on Japanese career women has only reinforced my image of them as strong, independent, goal-driven individuals.   Despite tremendous adversity in the work place, Japanese women continue to stride against gender discrimination.   Though in small numbers, some have successfully proven false beliefs of inferiority among their male-counterparts.

“It

used to be said that women must do twice as well as men to be thought half as good. Luckily that is not so difficult.” (The Importance of Sex, 2006)
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