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WHITE COLLAR PRODUCTIVITY

IN A JAPANESE COMPANY
AN AMERICAN'S PERSPECTIVE

Sam Heltman
Vice President, Administration,
Toyota Motor Manufacturing, U.S.A.

It is widely believed in the United States that the Japanese blue collar worker is among
the most productive in the world. Hundreds of studies and articles, supported with
statistics and personal observations, have been written that tend to substantiate this view.
I suspect most of you have read your share and most likely agree, as I do, that the
Japanese blue collar workforce is possibly the most productive in the world.

However, when [ was asked to comment on the productivity of the white collar worker
in a Japanese company, I discovered that there were few conclusive studies on this
subject. So my comments and opinions here are based upon my own personal experiences
and observations. I have had the pleasure of working 10 years for Toyota Motor
Manufacturing (TMM) in Georgetown, Kentucky. While TMM isn’t exactly a Japanese
company, we have adopted many of the Japanese management practices. Previonsly I had
about 19 years of experience working for rather typical American companies.

I have observed hundreds of Americans coming to work at TMM. I have observed their
successes and frustrations working within a system that was different from anything they
had previously experienced. I have observed how these different work practices impacted
their productivity. This certainly doesn’t make me an expert on white collar productivity in
a Japanese company, but it does entitle me to have some opinions. So here goes :

Let me first talk about the productivity of office workers who do routine or repetitive
work, such as processing a weekly payroll. I have some experience with this one. As
TMM'’s workforce grew, our payroll operation experienced growing pains and was
becoming less efficient and experienced more errors even though additional people were
being hired into the payroll group to help meet the weekly deadlines.

It was at this point that the Japanese coordinator in the Human Resources Department

taught us some practical lessons about standardized work and other Toyota Production



System (T.P.S.) principles. We flow charted the work, standardized the processes and
implemented kaizens that enabled us to meet our deadlines, improve our accuracy and
eventually reduce staff. We were all excited about this result and became believers that
applying TPS principles in an office environment can indeed improve productivity.”

Early in my employment with TMM, I observed lower levels of application of new office
technology as compared to most American Companies. There appeared to be a reluctance
to computerize office work systems. Computerized systems seemed to conflict with the
concept of visual control. Personal computers were viewed as too expensive and had to be
shared among many professionals. We spent too much time trying to decide the correct
ratio of PC’s to office workers rather than allowing the business need to determine if a PC
was necessary to improve productivity.

We have made progress in this area. Over the years, the ratio of PC’s has been reduced
from 1 computer for 3-4 people to nearly 1 computer per person. As Roy Vasher, General
Manger of Information Systems at TMM observes, “ The computer is like a telephone - a
necessary tool for the office worker. ”

“ Today ”, as Roy explains, “ all computers are linked to the internal company network
and some have access to the Internet. This enables office workers to information in
corporate databases, exchange messages and files by E-Mail, and share resources such as
printers ”

There appeared to be reluctance among some Japanese to aggressively apply new
computer technology in our offices. Although TMM has made great improvement, I still
hear some complaints among our professional employees that many of our systems are too
manual and too labor intensive. I would give the edge to American Companies in the
application of office technology and subsequent improvement in productivity. But the gap
is closing.

In my view however, the greatest impediments to making the TMM office worker more
productive, are certain management practices found in Japanese companies. Certainly these
practices are not intended to negatively impact productivity and I don't mean to sound
critical. In fact, I'm sure these practices are intended to improve the quality of decisions
by building consensus and ensuring everyone has an opportunity to provide input.

However, the process of consensus building and gaining input creates a lack of clarity in
roles and assignments. Frequently, assignments are not clear. I have personally spent
hours, along with others, just trying to define what is it that we were supposed to be
doing. This creates too much of a bottoms up approach resulting in work having to be

redone several times until the right answer is discovered and sudmitted. Of course it could



be argued that this approach creates more discussion and nemawashi which increases the
office workers understanding of the issues, ultimately generating better decisions. This
maybe true, but it greatly slows down the completion of assignments.

Consensus building through nemawashi can also blur the lines of authority. Since
everyone's opinion is considered valid, at least on the surface, much discussion and analysis
is required in an effort to determine the best solution, if in fact there is one. I have heard
office workers express in frustration, “ everyone can say no, but no one can say yes ”
Who has the authority to decide is frequently not clear.

I have also discovered, that the Japanese follow a much more formal protocol up and
down through management layers. Each level carefully reviews each issue before passing
it up to the next level. Specialists and senior management rarely communicate directly as
is common in America. This means that decision making is slower and senior management
doesn’t have the benefit of talking directly with the person (typically the specialist) who is
actually doing the work and presumably the most knowledgeable.

In a typical American company, roles, responsibilities, work assignments, and authority to
decide are much more clear. Protocol is much less formal. This allows the typical
American worker to complete assignments much more quickly. It could be argued
however that the quality of work is sacrificed for expediency in the American office.

Without further study, it would be difficult to state conclusively whether Japanese office
workers or American office workers are the most productive. The Japanese woker seems
to be better at standardizing work systems and improving them through Kaizen. This, in
my view, improves productivity especially in the more repetivitve types of office work.

The Americans seem further ahead in the application of technology in office work which
again, in my view, increases their productivity over some of the more manual and labor
intensive Japanese systems.

However, in my opinion, different management practices in Japanese companies versus
American companies differentiates the productivity of the Japanese office worker and the
American office woker the most. There’s little doubt in my mind that the increased clarity
of roles, responsibilities, work assignments, and authority and less nemawashi and
management by consensus in American companies allows the American office worker to
be more productive. Whether or not the quality of work and decisions is less in American
companies is open to debate.

So having said all this, what is my opinion? Is the Japanese white collar woker or the
American white collar woker more productive? I tend to think the American white collar

worker is more productive:----- maybe.” (AARZEFUT12E )
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