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Introduction

Enterprise union svstem is the one of three uniqueness” of
the Japancze management stvle, Two others are the lifetime
employment and senjority based wape (Abepolen and ‘Sealk,
982207,  Sethi et al, 1984 23-47)  Amongst Western
countries.  labour unions are commonly established outside
company  and  operate  at  workplaces a5 management
competitor, However, there 15 a difference between British
unions -and the US unions where in Britain the uglons are
oceupation wide and in the US it is industry wide {McMillan.
(989 157,

For Japanese industries, the enferprise wnion svslem is
favorable since #t can reduce the frequency of strikes and
stabilize time working which s imperative for maintaining
thear productivity,  They take much advantage from this
conditian 1 the intemational competitions. Nevertheless, it
seems (o be guestionable whether the svstem is fransferable or
not to non-apanese locations such as Westerm countries.
Oceassenally,  a system is only suitable for certain countries
with particular cultural boundanes; therefore it is difficult 1o be
adopted by other countries in different culture,

The purpose of this essay is to evaluate the sirengths and
weaknesses of the enterprise union system. Subsequently, it is
to assess its transferability to non-Japanese locations.
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Lhe dapanese Enterprise Union System: The Strengths and
Weaknesses
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relationship with the management, unlike in the Westemn
countries where the relationship i3 adversarial (MeMillan,
1981571 However, it does not mean that Japanese
companies are totally free of disputes and sirikes because social
and cultural values alone are not able to make workers keep
sifence in dealing with uncomfortable situations at workplaces,
discrepancies  between  hopes and  realities, or  othes
dissatisfaction, In 1970s, unions in many industries often went
on stnikes, In 1974 there were B, 581 disputes, but the figure
deop inta 933 in 1991, In 1993, 132 strikes happened, but
nene of these strikes lasted more than a few bours (Yoshimura,
1993}, Compared with those in the Uk, labour disputes
happened in Japan in 1975 were more frequent. [t involved
many more workers and brought about & lot more ‘man-days
lost, " but in 1980 Japan could reduce all of those figures (see
Table),

Lubour Dhspotes in Japan and the UK in 1975 and 1980

e | GFD
Japan DUk | IuE;u'._ Lik

Crzpute with work 3, 3] 2,242 i 0 [.330

stoppage I
2 Workers involved {in 2. 732 0, 800 i 563 . 834
L e
A Man-day [ost {in B0 i (13 1. 0L ;G

rrtllican

Souree: Bodanalea from [LO, Yearvook of Labour SLolistics (1951
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Unlike the lifetime emploviment system that has long
history, the enterprise union system had i1ts orgin prior to the
World War 1T r5ethi et al, 1984:47) as labour actions were still
not o common.  The syvstem was widely accepted later by the
fapanese industrialist in the middle of 19505 as the part of the
efforts to make Japanese business competitive and o reduce
indusirial cost. The Hfetime emploviment that had the origin of
the Late Edo era (c. 1720c - 1867) as familistic enterprise
should be considered as a pillar of the enterprise onion system.
It becauze. in the hietime emplavment the workers have to
look afier their lovalty to emplovers {or masters) and to
maintain ‘wa’ or harmony, Clark (1988) savs, ‘In Japan the
relations between managers and emplovees and betweean capital
and labour were essentiaily harmonious, Emplovee loved their
masters, just a5 they had always done, snd masters preserved
their traditional benevolent atitades toweard those who work
for them'. However, the lifetime emplovinent that s
recegnized by now just commenced in the early of 19505 or
around half century afier its disappearance from the history of
lapanese industry.  In the modem lifetime cmployment the
harmeontous relationship is occasionally disturbed by company
mternal disputes.

The Strocture and Features of the Enterprise Unions
Almost all Japanese labour unions are organized at the
level of enterprise, and include in their membership all white-
and blue-collar workers and certain low-level managerial
personnel {Kodansha: 359). Statistically, of 6%, 000 Japanese
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antons, 99 per cent dre exist at entermprises and she rests are
eralt and slustrinl umons: The enteiprize unions absoily ¥l
pel cent of 12, 3 million uninn members | Simitiy, 1994 Most
large corporations already have unions: 58 per cent of finms
empleying over L, 00 have active organizations, compared {o
. B ol firms emploving fowsr than Z00 people (Yoshuna.
1995},

The growtbs of the enterprse unions happen tozather with
e gronwdin gl Birms nwmbers. As & company establishios a1s
ey Iednchy,  the neav branch saoviers oraanies as well their
e union, The wsion beader s appoinied by an election,
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central  fume ar ey cautenomty. 0 pogotamte with hie
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Plectaie Waesther LDanon yare orginized outside finus by waorkess
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coliesive bargaining withla eiterprises. They just serve as the
cenler af information.  researcl,  and amange campaten and
political mctiens Kodansha 34075

Fhe membership of the entérprise onions 15 conlined o
regulig or pramanend eimployees. Accordingly.  part e
worrkers do ot have right o jows the onimn: In 1983, 4.2
malhosof 38 3 mallion workers 1 fapan ave parn timees and
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more that two-thitd of them are women (Sethi, et al
1984:238)

A worker's membership  status  of  unions  ceases
automatically upon termination of employment or as he is
prometed to a management position,  usially the level of
seplion head (fncho) (Abepolen and Halk, 1983: 2035,
Kodansha: 339).  Unlike those of some Western companies,
where one's position in unien  leadership restricts  his
opportunity to be promoted mto a management post, i
Japanese [irms it 15 in the opposite: one can get a bigger chance
ty be & top executive through the wnion, He gan show his
leadership capabilitics and attract emplovers by orgamizing the
union members (o support management i aclieving company
goals.

Cooperative refationstup between the management and the
union could assist the fiem in introducing  technologicsl
changes. This isa one cause why technelogical changes in the
lapanese enterprises do not bring about sérious unresi amongst
workers like in some Western countries,

The enterprise unions Fapanese 15 benehcial [or the
workers regular movement of from one section to another. A
worker who works at the marketing section. for instance, can
be moved to the research or computing scction within the
company withoul dealing with complicated procedures and
trigpering inter-urmon conflicts. For Western companies that in
cooperation with two or more unions, the job movement is
more ditficult, It is because the workers do not only move
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Iromm job, but also from his original union if the ol and new
work sections are contralled by two different unions:.

The Strengths and Weaknesses
The strengths and weaknesses of unions can be ko
fromy the extent to which the unions produce mutual benehr o
cioplovees and emplovers or labour and capital. Because either
croplovees or employvers have similar interest 1 the company i

iy cet money, status and comfort, so the ides! tvpe of the
o 1 lay in its ability to protect employvecs imterest and to
s management exercises. I a union ds only able o
molest  workers'  interest  becavse it s so strong,
discouraging management, it can nol be categorized as an idesl
aifon for a gompans. 1 has strength but o is unexpected.

Chee strengths asd wenknesses of the enterprise o
Bl mlace in that conrext.  |n the followineg evaluation ther:
e = caspects will be examined, e - 1) cooperalive

_|I|.-|';-I'i|:u batween the omions and mamagement, 21 ol

s, 3 prondabion. S mosperity,  disputes and strikes

i e democraey 2nd 0o part time workers' interests:

Cuvperative  velatianghip Cooperative  relabonship

cwren thepmanr sl ntampemen resoll o workers” guality
: '|"""-."-'-'-C| l".:-\_'_'.i"'. ey oo ase the-rateal _""I"'i||'.-\."."-| y

- et Fpab azvenindnn ol the e rpelse unen svsbrz, 1y The
tve  pelatisrshine cmplovers ond muoch  easier Lo

sate with emplmvees Cotpmmyvization { between both )

= P opoatity o word and ingrease promfoctivity
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Iapanese labour productivity is highest amongst industrial
countries such as the United States, (West) Germany and the
United Kingdom. During a seven-year period among 1979-
1986, Japan's manufacturing production grew at the aomual
rate nearly & per cent (3. 5 per cent in the US, 3 per cent in
West Germany), making her the world productivity leader
{Fukuda. 1988: 175).

Labowur 15 one factor that strongly influences the rate of
productivily amongst other factors such as technology, capital
and management. Japavese labour productivity orows mainly
from the quality of the labour; most of them are well-educated
and hard worker. Howewver, the influence of union on them
should be an important tactor,

Umon  management cooperative  relationship  is  also
raguired in dealing with high competitions with some New
[ndustrial Cosmiries (NTC) mainly Sowth Korea snd Taiwan.
They are also low-cost producers and Japan can no longer
compete on the basis of production efficiencies alone. [t must,
thercfore, compeate in the area of high technology, which is
associsted with a high degree of risk and uncertainty (Sethi, «
al, 1984:231).  Technological chanpes occasienally need
tundamental changes in the structure of labour that offen canse
some workers lose their job or they must move to a saction that
actuallv they do not like, Those changes can raise disputes and
strikes that ultimately disturb all of the company's programmes
and he cost of confrontation may increase.  In the mast
Fapanese firms, disputes cavsed by technological changes can
be mimimized because the uvmons actively invelve in

o
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introducing technology,  The unions do not refuse new
technology and regard it a5 an unavoidable consequence of
business competitions with other companies. This 5 the
second strength of the enterprise unions in Japanese firms.

The well-come attitude of the uniens for new technalogy
his never come free from the tradition of Japanese companics
Hual abways advance their employers’ skill through On-the-Job
I'ainang  {JT} programmes.  These schemes that later
vombined with reiki ido (regular shifting from on job to the
nest on & regular basis) for the new recruits, introduce workers
t new lechnelogy and therefore they are more adaptable to
rechmolewical chanpes

However, the cooperative relationship is alse negatively
sllect lapancse workers.  The enterprises’ unions inevilably
became an inlegral clement in the Japanese manapement
system. As the resull, like those of management, generally,
they do not really concern on the cost of the management
system that have to be paid by workers. Sethi, eral. {1984:48)
dCOalis,

Lutle snention, however, nas been paid to the cosc the
svitom afflicis on seciewy 0 pouernl,  and workers i
parficular. And these cost ooy beosubstantial inotemn of Josy
of individual  feeeds hat may border om  invohmtany
servitude, & sl sownl struchoe. and sacrifice of other
wvitlues imdividuals and groups otay chersh bul may be unahie
o exercise bocause of the itolerance of o systen b is
simectucaliv sisposed aod fromowiuch escape may be il 2ot
iripnasille

M
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This carelessness on the workers” burden is the first weakness
of the enterprise union systemn:.

Job movement. For many Japanese companies, job
mavement (feikl i) 15 4 way to improve workers” quality, in
line with the principle of multiskilling. A worcker works in a
gection for about two  wears than moved to another section
within company.

Because the enterprises’ unions facilitale workers move
from one job to another. the workers do not necessary to pass
complicated procedures as they leave a job and enter to new
jab.  In this mespect, the enterprises’ unions contribute a
conducive condition for management in developmg warkers'
ability and flexibility,

Promotion. The unmions' activists, mainly the leaders are
luckier than rank and fle workers since they have higger
pppartunaties o get  promolions 0 major  management
posiions.  Heonomically, & promotion s notl very atiractive
because in Japanese companies (mainly in the large firms) the
discrepancy of wage between one position and the above is not
s high (Gow., 1988). Newvertheless, a promotion in the
management line gives somebody a higher status and prowd,
and it 13 moTe important.

Informally the enterprises’ umons function as 'leadership
schools' as it offer occasions for workers excreising theis
leadership ability, Abegelen and Stalk {1985:205) say Nearly
one in six of the major kaisha'' executives have been
executives of the company's vnion, * Therefore, the workers

Kaishz = the Japanese company

100
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whao have strong ability to lead the unions’ members do not
necessary remove their iflusion to get major position in the
company management. As they ablain the major position, 1hey
are not freshmen but they are the company execulives with a
long time experience.  This is the thied strength of the
enlerprise unian syslem,

Prosperity, disputes and strikes.  Yoshimurma (1893}
gegues that 'Unions have caved in to company demands, and in
one sense, are victims of cconomic prasperity. ' Prosperity 15 a
promnent issue that often genersies labour conflicts and
disputes in some mdustrial countries. The low of labour wage
i the one hand. and the concentration of prosperity around
campanies' clite on the other hand, may result in jealousy and
stimulale the spirit of workers to asains! emplovers.  The
mtensity  of  disputes  refleets the  degree of  workers'
dissatisfaction and strikes are their tfactics tor eénforcing
employers to increase wage, In Japan recently prosperity s oo
fomzer distriboted amongst emplovers or companies' efite only,
Wagze differential between company president and freshmen
{male university graduates) on entry is only 7, 32 times {after
tax ) in 1980 (Gow, ibid. .

By these conditions, the uniong have lost the most
important issue for committing strikes. The increase of
economic prosperity 15 also arpuse most workers' ignomanee and
hesitation on the wse of strike 1o demand =salary increase.
Accordingly, the Tapanese -_‘ﬂrn]'laniESi are nol necessany sufte:
from 'working day lost' zs much as experienced by certain
European countrics,

I
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The Tapanese workers' prosperity is mamly emerged from
the management policies and goodwill, workers' productivity
and the quality of companies' products rather than the unions
fight against the menagement. Hence, the increase of the
prosperity can not mirror the unions” strength but it s the
management's strategy for jacking the workers” productivity up
and to maintain their loyalty. The prosperity instead could sink
the unions info an wnresponsive attitude on the  workers'
sahsfachon and the changes, excepl on the wage and the
security of empleyiment, such as satisfaction on werking-days,
seniority-based wages thal hinder young and potential workers
cam higher wage, or discnminalive treatments for female
waorkers: I those mattérs, 1he entérprise unions show its
second weakness.

Union democracy. This part must be very speculstive,
bul the fssue 15 imperative for evaluating the strengths and
weaknesses of the enterprise unions

Theoretically, democracy 15 most likely implemented in
small groups rather than i large groups. In small groups any
members can directly mvolve in making decisions sml may
reduce trends to power abuse held by a few people (leaders).
An enlerprise’s union membership s relatively smaller in
quantity compared with, for instance, a trade union in the UK.
It because the membership only covers a firm. The unions'
members can gontrol their leader much easier. However, in
the enterprise union systeny, the theory and practice do not
always work together: although the organisation is relatively
small..  the members can not easily control the leaders

LLY
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exercises. The integrated position of the unions' leader with
management creates a specific dilemma amongst members
run full-hearted controls.

Parl hime workers' mterest,  Because of the unions'
membership is confined to only the permanent emplovees, and
mostly male. the part time workers do not have official
channels o express their interest to the management, The
management deal with them as individuals, not as  groups of
waorker. I the such a condition the part time workers” fate
depends on the company's goodwill since they can not bargain
with the management as the regular workers do.

The parl timers' problems are actually also female workers'
problems becavse most of the part timers are women. The
ghsenee of a union in the companies that cowld assist and
protect them reflects that it s not only a discrepancy belween
regular and part time workers but also between male and
temale, Therefore, 1t is not really surpnsing if some Japanesze
workers wark in poor, unsafe, and uncomioriable condition

The Transferability to non-Japanese Locations

Some writers have discussed about the mansferabibity of
the Japanese management stvle to non Japanese location (e ¢
Fukuda, 1988 Sethi et al, 1988:; Oliver and Wilkinson, 19923
but most of them, do not specifically speak about the
transferability of the cnlerprse uniom Syslem {except Fukada

Thiz unconfortable condition have been reported by Kamatn (1982
|'|:I.|:|;1:'|1|':£ ara Tavnia's |1|:'|'.:‘.

1132



Jorraf Meslunguenin den Ppafaban Soniad fucais

whir abserves some Japanese companies in Hong Kong and
Singapore).  They pay more attention to the management
technique and the relationship between the management and
the workers as individuals, not as groups.

Like in the analvsis about the transferability of the
Japangse management stvle, cultural factors should also he
considered in analyzing and assessing the transferability of the
union svstem. The union system is related to the management
stvle and the two are connected with fapanese culture. This
interrelation, asa result, pleces the union svstem in a cultueal
framework as well, or. to speak about the union system. one
should speak about the cultural backeround of the workers. As
the system 15 transferred to non-Japanese locations. there 15 an
imporiant question that 18 whether the non-Japanese workers
are having visions and ideology like Japanese workers. Since
the cultural factor is imperative, the transference of the system
i5 less possible.

[he Japanese mdustrialists themselves seem de not strongly
assume  that their style can be guickly  applied abreoad.
However, their buman resources managemenl policies are
miore flexible in dealing with foreign workers at some of their
subsidiary  companies  abroad. such as im Honp Kong,
Singapore, the 1S and the [Jnited Kaingdom, Sethi etal (1988;
181 - 1981 divide the overseas (particularly in the US)
subsidiaries into four categories based on their approaches in
applving lapanese-stvle management. . e

= Type A companies: The nnperialist approach

s  Tvpc B companics; The enclave approach

113
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s Type C companies: The domestication approach
s  Type D companies: The acculturation approsch

Type A companies are those iotroduge their original
nuanagement style 'intact’ from their home bases in Japan; they
duplicate the parent's swstem of organission structure and
decision making.  They exclude local smplovees from the
svstem ar at best they use different system for the Japanese and
the American empioyees, Type B companics are secerally
loeated 10 1salated part of the counlry and use local emplovees
ter lower-leve! pasitions,  This type,  like type A companies,
we also copsy the Japanese systems intact. Type U companies
use a modificanon torm of Jopanese management practice:
v are genersliy oo venture companies, well-knowi. large
e sipe, aperils nnnackels where the demand structure 15 quite
enpetitive, ad engazed e the producnon of high technalogy

rociuet Where skilied workers and seientists may be in-short
ST s [ cenpeonies ane exactly wse different approach
b L] AsnnymnLss, ey aee Ao rsolated  loorn -C'I-E.'Il
APy /Ot o net use encirery the Japanese intaserien)
v e s combmeat woth Amesism WOTKSTS o --'_:-_'l:_'_I_I_I!I_

ihe soculliuration approach, 3 vlanee;,  mdiceses that
Fapaivese manazement dods not eally convinee their stvle can
e effocoveiy apolico owside Jzpan.  Bur, Seftn pval (ibid)
wine this this approach ‘demprstranes n sonvichon an the part

1M WLLChE iI'.IIii:t':L1IL':1| thinl  Lher :‘-:-."illll"l :II'_-I:i ;n"_:-.b.',' Df

Nanagement. s transferalie.  and can be wansploied (o a

brola

cuiere and operate with foveign woarkers, ' Therefore,



Jurmal Fembanguiogn 530 Perpdali Soiil Budaps

their flexibility is only 1o find 'the point of contact’ between two
styles of management and cellures and lastly to socialize the
non-Japanese workers to the lapanese management approach
ancd culture.

The difference of culture should be reduced belore
Japanese management apply thewr style,  meluding their
enterprise’s uion system, purely, They can not expect a goaod
result from the enterprise union system abroad as the workers
do not -have the sense of lovalty, commitment to work and
ErOUD CONSCIDUSHESS,

To cope with the problem of their workers' umon abroad,
the Japanese management uses fwi strategies.  First.  they
refuse at all unsonism.  The resistance against unionization 1s
comno among most of lapanese companies operating in the
United States (Sethi et al, I988:194). Asa conscquence some
of them have to deal with local unions’ offence. in the UK
Tapanese companies with non-union are alse compan, Of 51
British-lapanese companics surveyed in 1991 by Oliver and
Wilkinson ( 1992; 268} there were 27 companies (53%) did no
have wuon, Y companies had single-union and only one
company had multiple unions,

secondly,  the Japapese companies accept local unions
aperate within thewr workplaces. MNissan and Komatsu plan: in
the Uk, for instance, accepted the AEU {Amalgamation
Engincering Union),  Mitsubishi and Toshiba accepted the
EETPL {an electric engineers unionp,  but later the companies
also establish compaoy-based representative bodies  undes
variety  of names such as Company Council (Nissan),
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Company Members Board (Hitachi) and Advisore Committes
1Orion) which is potential for confusion between the role of
this hodies and the rale of frade unions 1ONver aod Wilkinson,
[ 1Ly,

Conclusion

The strengths of the enterprise union system lay,  frstly,
m its ahility 1o mobihzed workers effectively to increasze the
male of productivity. Secondly, the enterprise vnions facilitate
managgement  introduce new  fechnology s that the
technalegical changes do not result in serious unrest. Thirdly,
the enterprise undons can function as informal  leadership
achools that mav penerpic experienced exeoutives. The
lapanese workers' prosperity 1% not mchued in those accounts,
hecanse the roles of manasement seem to be more prominent in
increasing the workers’ wage and in reducing the difference of
wage hetween top leaders and freshmen rather than the unions
fight.

The weaknesses of the enterprise union svatenarg, [rstly,
coming from its carelesspess for the cost of the management
system that has 1o be paid by the workers, This carelessness
comes out a5 the consequence of the canperative relationzhip
between the unions and the managzeinent that bring aboat the
unions becomes an antegral part of lapomese  mianagement
system, Secondly, the unions sre not purely independent from
companies control mainly in the matter of financial stability.
Thirdlv, the enterprise untons are less responsive 1o the
unpleasant  condition of parl tome workers  hecause  the
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membership is confined to the permanent workers only. Lastly,
the enterprise unions should be more democratic becanse they
are relalively smaller in members' quantity than indostry-wide
uniens, but in practice it is possible to be undemocatic.

Because of the enterprise union svsfem iz closely relared 1o
lapanecse culture; so the transterabilay of the svstem o non-
Japanese lovation scems less strong, However, some policies
of Japanese companies’ subsidianies that are categorized as {ype
D> by Sethi etal | 1988) 10 the US, and alsoan the UK, such as
Nissan and Honda demonstrate a convidtion on the par of
lapanese myanagement that their stvle s trgnslerable
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