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Thoughts on Individualism and
Collectivism

-

Kevin Sholes |}
Assistant Manager, Powertrain Advanced

i J
Measurement Engineering . 4 !
Nissan Motor Co., Ltd. ‘

With few exceptions, the foreign press and
travel essays on Japan fall into two categories.
There are overly reverent descriptions of how
in Japan every person has his proper place and
every small detail i1s cared for to maintain a
harmonious society, and there are those that
declare that all of Japan's problems would be
solved if Japan could only be more like America.
After nearly 8 years of living and working in
Japan, neither seems particularly enlightening,
but they are rather more evident of the author’s
biases towards collectivism and individualism.

Often, a similarly shallow understanding of
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individualism accompanies Japanese discussions
in the business world where Japan Inc. is
increasingly dependent on foreigners in its
factories and subsidiaries, and even in its
executive offices. In a business environment,
Japanese tend to stereotype an individualist as a
selfish brute that is impossible to manage,
impossible to work with, and a detriment to
team spirit. They may feel that the selfishness of
this abhorrent individualist threatens the
harmony and goals of the team.

But, individualism is far more than just
selfishness. To take Americans like myself as an
example, from a very early age and throughout
our entire educational careers, we are taught
that our value as humans derives from our
individuality. As a result, the ability to produce
not just quality, but uniqueness is acutely
connected to one’s self worth. Thus, the excesses
of individuality, which are sometimes manifest
as selfishness, are rooted in insecurity about
being insufficiently valued as an individual. The



individualist needs some outlet for their
individuality, but this need not be antithetical to
productive group behavior. Typically, the
individual wants an opportunity to contribute to
the collective, while still being individually
respected.

Individualists can be highly motivated by
contributing to a better environment, career
advancement, money, a pure quest for
knowledge, or any number of things. A good
leader needs to harness these motivations for
the greatest benefit to the organization. Whereas
a leader in a collectivist organization must work
constantly to ensure the vision and common
goals of the team are well understood by each
member, in an individualist organization, more
effort must be expended by the leader to
understand the unique potential of each member.
Somewhat incongruously, the leader that does
not recognize and leave outlets for individualism
risks reduced devotion to the team. For a
Japanese manager who must work with an
individualist American, the easiest mistake to
make is to think that all he needs to do is better
explain the goals of the organization. However,
the American is not likely to respect the
manager or the organizational goals unless the
manager takes time to understand the
individuals potential for unique contributions to
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the organization. Any forced conformity will
most certainly lead to lowered motivation,
lowered cooperation, and lowered productivity.

In comparison, a collectivist society may
partly explain the global strength of Japanese
auto makers. Automotive companies are
somewhat unique in being incredibly large
organizations and yet requiring an intricate level
of cooperation across all departments. Unlike, for
instance, an electronics firm where the output of
one department could be an independent
product, each work unit is only successful so far
as its output functions in intricate harmony with
the outputs of all others. This cooperation
requires an incredible amount of effort to
establish and maintain shared goals, precisely
activity more suited to collectivists than
individualists. On the other hand, the American
criticism of collectivism as shackled by
compromise and maintained by unhealthy
repression of human nature could be called on to
explain why Japanese cars may sell well, but
tend to inspire less emotional attachment than
their Western rivals.

The constant challenge for those on both sides
that must daily bridge this cultural divide is to
approach people with an open mind, look for
clues to their motivations, and empathize with
values completely unlike their own.
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FAfEH © 2007/9/9-12
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http://www .jsme.or.jp/2007am/
@ 13th International Stirling Engine Conference
(ISEC2007)
Bifie H : 2007/9/23-26
Bt AT @ AR R, B
http://www.isec-info.org/isec2007/
Q@B EEHTTR 2007 FMEXRS
B H : 2007/10/17-19
Bl AT © B R ER e, BB
http://www jsae.or.jp/2007aki/
®Small Engine Technology Conference
(SETC2007)
Bifi H : 2007/10/30-11/1
Bt AT © RE X v . #il
http://www jsae.or.jp/setc2007/
OH#IT¥1> 7 7L X 2007
Bifie H : 2007/11/23-24
Bt AT © AR, AR
http://www.kuaero.kyoto-u.ac.jp/laboratory/
heat/thermal2007/
@5 A5 AIRBES KT L
Bifie H © 2007/12/5-7
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http://www.combustionsociety.jp/sympo45/
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Bafe H : 2007/12/20-21
Bt AT © KBORF, WKH
FEFRHARY) © 2007/10/5
http://www.ilass-japan.gr.jp/
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@2008 SAE World Congress
FAfEH : 2008/4/14-17
BT - Cobo Center, Detroit, USA
http://www.sae.org/congress/
Q@B EEH TR 2008 FEEFASR
FftE H : 2008/5/21-23
BRMESGHT - 283 7 ¢ e, R
FEFHIARGY) © R
@7th International Conference on Modeling and
Diagnostics for Advanced Engine Systems
(COMODIA 2008)
FAftE H : 2008/7/28-31
Bt © AiEE R ALIGE
FEFRHARY) © 2007/11/30
http://www.e-convention.org/comodia/
@®32nd International Symposium on
Combustion
FfE H : 2008/8/3-8
B - McGill University, Montreal, Canada
FEFHARE) © 2007/12/7
http://combustion2008.mcgill.ca/
@FISITA 2008 World Automotive Congress
Bt H © 2008/9/14-19
FAMEIS AT © Munich, Germany
FEFRHAKRY) © 2007/10/26
http://www fisita2008.com/
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