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The Individualist 's Paradox 
- Daniel 8ihn 

An American college friend oC aline has been"in Japan Cor 3 eonths. He 'as 
!ent here by s~all US SoCt'are e~pany 'hleh Is trying to {~prove thelr sales 
In Japan. A fer weeks ago Ie got together at ny favorite nomiya and had the 
(ollollng conversation: 

FRIEND: Sometimes It Is very frustrating !eliing in Japan, When I talk to 
the R&D manager oC a prospective customer. he says, "[ like your product and 
IF {t were up to me, I'd buy It today". An American manager lould say, Ott 
IS up to ee and we WILL buy I to. Japanese unagers don't have the power to uke 
decisions. Everything Is consensus. There are no . Individual lst s' in Japanese 
cOlllpanles. To make a sale it seeills like I have to convince the whole 
departmentl 

ME: 1 understand the s l tuat Ion, but ( dl sagree II th your analySis . 
Japanese cOlllpanlesARE filled with lndlvldual l st s. 

I 

FRIEND: Nor just vait a mInute.•.. In spite of your 5 Year's of experience In
 
Japan. I th Ink you should take the tIme to read a book on the Japanese.
 
Japanese companIes are run by the group not the individual. That's
 
what everyone says.
 

ME: 'Nell. please give lIIe an example or an ' lndlvidua l1st" .
 

FRIEND: I'd be glad to. I t Is someone Iho goes out and starts his osn company
 
be~ause he Is tired of having somebody tell hl~ Ihat to do. As president. he
 
makes the decisions. Hone or thIs consensus business, He does thIngs his
 
vay. That is an Individualist! These are the customers I alii familiar 'WI th. .
 
I r I convince the president. I sell lilY product.
 

ME: HmiDllI. The president or such a company certainlY sounds
 
l Ike a indivIdualist to ee, too. But I s~spect you won't find too many
 
IndIvidualist INSiDE that company. If an IndivIdualIst joIned that company
 
he would either (1) quit because he dld~ t like beIng told what to do and ho'W to
 
do It, or (2) they would be rired "by the boss for not obeyIng orders,
 
or (3) he stop caring about his lork and do as little work as possible and
 
In erfect . stop being an Indlvldualls~
 

On the other hand, Japanese companies are PlLLED wi th living Individual ist.
 
In illY experience, Japanese vorkers are typically not told what to do nor hOll
 
to do It. Part iallY this Is because management understands that the people
 
closest to problem can solve It the best, par t i al ly this is a
 
deliberate technique to keep the 'Workers motIvated, and partially this (s
 
because management cannot eas l Iy.f lre 'Itorkers"'WhIch don't Iol lov orders.
 
What I've seen is that If you tell them what to do, they listen to you ool i telr
 
and then go back and do their Job the 'IIay THEY think is best.
 

Consensus is just compromise and persuasion of stuborn individualist.
 
I t comes from the strength of the individual. not their weakness.
 
Of course, this makes the job or sell ing a product more di If icul t .
 
And yes, you 'II i II have to sell your product to more than just one manager .
 

fRIEIID: I don't kno'll. In any case, this seems verr Japanese. and very
 
difficult for outsiders to understand.
 

ME: Maybe at the company level l t is unlque, but at the human level It
 
seems un lver sa l. To see my point, you should go back and read about the
 
Dlaking of the U.S. Constitution. It was a big consensus effort amongst a
 
group of indisputable individualist.
 


