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Venkataraman Sriram, the Former Country Head of Infosys Japan, Vice President of the
Indian Commerce and Industry Association Japan (ICI]), and CEO of Cocreate Inc., talks
about his perspective on what India and Japan need to know to do business with each
other.

Mr. Sriram has spent over two and a half decades in Japan, and is a chartered member
of TIiE (The Indus Entrepreneur), an expert group of consultants for promoting
entrepreneurship, under the Japanese Government. He is active in Japan as an invited
speaker in several forums including Universities, Industry associations and special
events, and guest faculty in Globis University, Keio University, Temple University, and
the Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad.

About the Moderator:

Saideep Rathnam is the Chief Operating Officer of Mizuho India Japan Study Centre,
bringing a wealth of 47 years of industry and academic experience to the Centre. An alum
of IIM Bangalore, from Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. to British Aerospace, UK he has spent
over 2 decades in the aeronautics industry and over 18 years in the automotive sector in
various capacities including president of manufacturing excellence at Anand Automotive
Ltd. He is also a Certified Chartered Management Accountant [CMA], UK. He wears many
hats, and has chaired Anand University, helping companies in the fields of management of
change and innovation. Recently, he drives the Visionary Leaders for Manufacturing (VLFM)
program as a Senior Advisory Committee Member of CII.

INTRODUCTION

The speaker starts with a friendly disclaimer, his advice comes with cookies (actual
ones) and he might exaggerate for illustration, for the purpose of having it stick in
our minds. He begins his talk with a description of what are the first thoughts Indian
and Japanese businesses have about each other:

The Indian Businessman sees that it is difficult to deal with the Japanese, one can’t
make out what they’re ever thinking, are they serious about doing business with us?
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And who decides things around here, there are new faces all the time, it takes forever
to progress here, and the Japanese and tough negotiators.

From the Japanese perspective, they can’t figure out what the Indians are thinking,
they keep changing their plans, their key persons keep changing, they do not honour
time commitments, and they are tough negotiators!

[t is always clear to see that both sides need to understand each other better to work
together.

THE DEFINITIONS OF VALUE AND SUCCESS

When there are different understandings of the same concept, there is a
misalignment of expectations.

For Indians, value is understood very similarly to the Anglo-Saxon model. We believe
in starting first, and working things out along the way. It is important to be the first
off the block, and project growth. On the other hand, the Japanese value “Kanseido”,
the degree of completeness in everything they undertake. Therefore, in Japan, things
take time, a completed plan is the only plan to qualify. Another definition we have
different views of is success, for the Indians, it is aspirational growth, and success is
often individual centric. In Japan, success means incremental growth, and team
centric. While in our context, we require fast paced growth, the Japanese do not
believe in “Growth at all costs”. Stability becomes more crucial than profitability, and
that puts us on very different paths.

EVALUATION IN TOTO

For the Japanese, a partnership is a lasting engagement. They look for things such as
change leadership, the age of the company, whether they are prepared for a long-
term investment, would they be acquired? This stems from the Japanese way of
planning and preparation, which contrasts with our early action plan.

The recent example of Japan’s time-consuming planning phase is the administration
of vaccines. Although it took time, the result was efficient in the long run. Efficiency
is key in Japan. They want a fundamentally sustainable partner, which is their
measure of competence.

END PRODUCT VS PROCESS (WHY WHAT VS. HOW)

Consistent with their perfection orientation, the Japanese focus not only on the end
product, but also extensively on the process. Other markets that India works with
might only care about the end product as long as they are standardized and meet the
price requirements.

But in Japan, they believe that if you cannot control the process, you cannot control
the products. Eliminating process variation is key to efficiency. Working with them
demands a keen accountability for product and process metrics.

He gives an example of how we exercise only after we start exhibiting product
defects, but by then it is too late to rectify process defects, such as lifestyle and eating
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habits. Another major part of the process is reliable reporting, and Indians often
believe relaying trust and the intention to carry out things is the same as reporting
facts and details of progress.

Further he talks about research points that goes into ensuring process control. They
analyse a company on its markets, competitors, heir technology, cost structure,
credit ratings, and the key individuals involved.

EDUCATING THE CUSTOMER

In the Japanese market, investment into educating the customers is not a wasted
investment. They often indulge in organizing seminars, study circles, trade
associations etc. An Indian counterpart might not count this as an important step,
but in Japan its integrated in their process.

DECISION MAKING
Top-down vs bottom-up

The Japanese involve the executives from the bottom to the top in research and
consulting. Indians tend to want to speak to key individuals, but in Japan there are
many people who contribute to a decision. Proposition, reviewing, approval, and
disruption happens with all executive’s involvement.

Other aspects of decision making are seeking exclusivity, and operating with the
system that a supplier or vendor is always below the customer.

TIPS FOR INDIA

e Accepting Japan is different, and will be different

e Determining if a long-term commitment can be made

e Determining if the company can survive on relatively low returns

e Allotting resources to the market, deciding if products have to be launched in
Japan, or established in other markets first.

e Designing incentives for employees, as Japanese employees seek stability
over incentives.

e Understanding which part of the value chain is local and which is global.

e Mac Donald’s, for instance, has a great understanding of value chains, the
menu is designed differently for each region, but fundamental processes and
the common menu items remain consistent.

TIPS FOR JAPAN

e Accepting that India is different and will be different

¢ Notlooking at India with a lens from the past

¢ Understanding that longevity is not the first thing that’s valued here

¢ Investing in Indian talent

¢ Encouraging immersion programs and mixing of young Indian and Japanese
talent

e Explain the process to Indians beforehand to increase clarity
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Q & A HIGHLIGHTS
MANUFACTURING VS SERVICES

Both manufacturing and services have their own set of challenges, however, the
value chain deconstruction in services are much harder to segregate geographically,
and identify which should be localized.

Services are context specific, for instance, banks in Japan have tellers, they still have

a personal touch to every service they offer. On the outsiders part, it requires
deliberate effort to understand the Japanese culture. Further, there is a lot of
regulation for services, especially those in banking, healthcare, insurance and even
airlines that have a national connotation. If one has to engage in services in Japan,
one has to think of offering value to that market, and research on how to deliver.
Templates that worked in other markets may not work in Japan.

DIFFERENCE IN INNOVATION CULTURE

Japan is high on innovation, nearly 2.5 to 3 % of their GDP goes into research and
Development. Especially in fields like Biotech, computing, healthcare, etc. seeds for
innovation are available because of the long-term research. However, two aspects
hinder innovation. Firstly, all innovation in Japan centric, and not conceived for
global markets, they are also not advertised across the globe as a breakthrough.
Secondly, due to their requirement for efficiency and high quality, regulations are
stringent and the process of innovating takes longer. There is little room for failure.

On how to build an innovation culture, Mr. Sriram opines that there could be more
initiative to develop a safe environment for experimentation. Markets that serve as
testing ground, that can provide a controlled structured mechanism for trials would
be a boon both in India and Japan.

He concludes that both India and Japan hunger for growth and innovation. It is
crucial that young minds get together and there is more cross-cultural learning. The
best learning outcome of working long years abroad is “do not compare an idly to
sushi” there is learning everywhere, let different things be different.
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