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Make corporate culture work for you 
Asian managers need a much more empowered culture that reflects openness to change and more engaged employees 

BV HOWARD THOMAS 
ENTION Japa- 
nese cars and 
most people 
would think of 
sound bchnolo- 
gy and high reli- 
ability. After 
8U. Japanese 

car manufacturers talk about their 
corporate c d ' e  of striving for per- 
fection and continued improvement 
or kaizen. 

So, what happened then in the 
cam of Toyota, the world's largest au- 
tomaker, which faced a massive re- 
call in light of safety comphiuts in its 
cars? 

The Toyota example illustrates the 
double-edged nature of corporate cul- 
ture, which can k clescribed +s the 
underlying assumpgons. beliefs and 
values in an arganisabion, which in- 
form, innuence and shape strategic 
decision--. 

In Toyob's case, its relentless 
growth reinforced its rather Eonserva- 
tlve dture. Ets ovemnfdence in its 
o m  technology, its corporate size, bu- 
reaucratic culture and lack of open- 
ness to divergent views made it M n -  
sitive to changes that were taktng 
place both in its internal and external 
environments. The response of Akio 
Toyoda, president of Toyota. has 
been much criticised and, for him. 
'sorry" is indeed the hardest word. 

Indeed, organisations like Toyota 
can become trapped by aeir  coher- 
ent cultures hb mutines that impair 
development of new amd different 
strategies or impede change. This 
lessens their ability to sustain a com- 
peeve advantage. Organisational cul- 
ture then comtrahs rather than en- 
hanees strategic decision-making. 

But, carpmate culture is not all 
bad. 

Jim C o b s  and Jerry Porras, in 
their landsnark book, h i l t  to Last, ar- 
gued that suceessfial cPxnpanies were 
those where core decisions were i d u -  
enced by timeless guiding principles. 
These principles required no external 
justificebion and represented the key 
vduer and "cultural glue" of the or- 
ganisation that holds it together in 
the face of challenges and changes. 

So long as key decisions were tak- 
en in line with these cheri~hed prtnci- 
ples, outstanding and sustained per- 
formance resulted. In essence. strong 
wreideology and culture is a core ca- 
p&%@ for iow&tttrm competitive ad- 
vantage. 

A good example of this would be 
J o b n  & Johnson's use of its credo 
- its mre ideology - to hendle the re- 
caU of its Tylenol p& relievers. The 
companyk credo starts out with this 
line: 'We believe our first respomibill- 
ty is to the doctors, nurses and pa- 
tients, to mothers and ffithers and all 
others who use our products and serv- 
ices.* 

Thus, even though the cost of the 
recall was considerable, it managed 
to mitigate the damage to the compa- 
ny's reputation. h the wntrirry, it r e  
Inforced the trust among consumers 
in the company that it would act re- 
sponsibly above and over profit it- 
gins alone. 

It is thus imperative for deci- 

siom-mdw to milasstand whethem 
their firm's 'corpora@ c d W  i6 aid- 
ing its success or kpedmg i& But 
rpo.mg t h ~  &f&moa am be dEWdt 
&ee F b o i o e - R ~ W  PwImr~ ran re- 
semble *rnimdguardsEs' that detract 
fmm innovaudlrs thknbg. So the 
E m ' s  culturw might t h ~ n  have ta be 
adapted in straitq$c Champ though 
orgmisational laamhg. 

Wbe and learning 
P&r the fathen 4f nrprdim- 
tiand learning, stressgs rob of 
b- aria adaptahaty processes 
in orgmlsations. @base pwcasses 
hdp tlaa oqmisatha mdmtaad tba 
pace of s&a&& change and provide 
apm ways o f c a n m p W I s p  the hm&- 
mss mmflment. 

Hs disfhgvi&~s two ma of Lam- 
hg &p*e and gmmtife. AdEp- 
tlw ~ g h t E 3 e M s t a @ l a r a o s 1 -  
isg t O W d 8  k ~ ~ t l i n g  ~QWli~tlti0n6, 
w$i& helps orgatiimions respond 
and adapt efldwly ta  a n v h m m -  
td c b g e .  Ceeemth Immlrug, how- 
ever, b about mat6ng and axpwdhg 

OrWAmdrnm such as Ar- 
ie ds Cws ~ n s i d e r  tlhs h as a 'liv- 
ing aampany". Living mrnpanittc sur- 
vive a w  the long tsm &OM& mu- 
Crete factors such as financia1 

strength m d  s&b%Ey, enriromer$d 
smdvity and abdaptatina to changa. 
A mmg culture. identrvy aad v&e 
system enabb it to beoame L $y?&m- 
atjc. living 0 r ~ 8 ~ a  chat grew and 
rainwants itsalt 

b & W S  of such O Q B J ~ ~ ~ ~ D U S  

"system thirbrs" who can see L e  
'big picture" md fofiuz an under- 
$mdln$ ths wC11yh~ m854n-s and 
Ecrms BE c h a p ,  An exampla @f ~ u i  
a leader is Nissan's president and 
CEO, C w h  Ghom, who L the b b t  
nun-Japmaasse ka laad a nnajm dapa- 
new auhmabjle manufacturing mr- 
poration. 

Such 1e;aders &re Ole W. 
% see tb B mid pwc- 
easssin 
+ foeus on high-Ie~wags: areas where 
small welbfowsed actloas produce 
s i @ S m t  m d  enduring bpwrre- 
men@ arid * avoM "cpk.kaK%s-,or %ad-aid BUI- 
lutions*, ta h d  wd-g S Q ~ ~ O I I S  
& a  m a &  t e a .  

hather  example of bardership 
which ages the 'big p i m a "  am be 
Eoud elawr to h m e  b b e  person d 
Philip PUg, who I d s  Far Bast &pni- 
zation, 

Far East hw W ~ f ~ % f ~ r r e e o l  hmx in 
nkm last 50 jrerrSr; fmm an sntFapre- 

aem) ZaJ a strong Singapom oampa- 
n y w W  bas apmditsreash ta a- 
aaoer h Hang. brig,  It hag even tak- 
m mw food md hem*  mmylmy 
hiP0'~. 

Throughout ib g r a d ,  it luaf em- 
phasbd mi enW~pmn~~urial cdture. 
tean and servfes; 8 . ~ 1 -  
lence, model hae dapeed 
to hid  needs a d  soope, hence gain- 
hg mmpetltl dm%&, b q 3 h g  
rnlulkbmticinals at bay. F d m ,  it has 
invosOod in ralmt and oncmurugod an 
mtrepmmm~ s p ~ t  ~d gooa W- 
t o m  sfflwasdshlp. 

m€um 
mad gemdhdm- 
tivl are core cultwd and intaa@le 
ass8.w for the imppbmanbtion and ax- 
ermtlon & &&tBgy. 

Trust involves m m k g  a strong 
sen80 r~f missin aad values. I t  is 
about mt lng  a cora idsology that h 
the "glue" that holds the oqmbtian 
oo&m over W e  and a coW&~nt 
Identity that dl &xhoMsrx lmn to 
~~~. 

A cote idlwlogp e- doore val- 
ues a d  a mre p q m b  

~ B W ~ E ~ % - ~ B C ~ ~ ' D  cdla of e t h s  - 
"the HP way" -is an ~xample af oars 
Ideology+ B IDdder h a m  a deep re- 
a p ~ $  ffor the individual, a &dimiton 

tm dFord&a$le p d i t y  and raMabWty, a 
wdmmt  to community raspand- 
b11& and m&bg mnbibutlons for 
the advsmment and milfare of man- 
Idnd 

Trust mads ta h earned but can 
he 8.- lost. a cm he aem &om the 
exampleti d J a b n  & 3rohsm and 
Toyota a%love. 

hc1ude the campmy's name, iden'tl- 
ty. bran&, hrmd imnaap, a d  ~ukamn- 
er-based Boyalry., the reputation ob"W 
W s  pr&duDEg and s~mk%s, and the 
hmgrlt$ of iE itstiomsh@t+ with the 
oampfa web ~ b c w t ~ m m ,  suppliFIm, 
m m W e s  and gavarnrnmts. 

Brands that are homehold mums 
-such es Siqppm AM.ines, C a m e  
la and Microsaft - halp dewlap 8, 

mtlgrshionshlp of d u e .  tmtmtI 
goodwill with the customer, A 
hard-won reputation can b~ easily 
bgt by &e unethical and Usgal hhm- 
iaw mf its ~mplclyeaa, such as in the 
case of Arthur Andemm. 

And in t h m  eass of Toyotabs m n t  
safety problems, them was mputa- 
tlonal dmsga. ta Ets brmd and identi- 
Ey , 

Haw, a strang onrporare mputrr- 
tion is a key mtraxegio ameta manag- 
h g  empmabe d t w a  and scbieving 
&&n.dtiv$ness in campatition. 

Asian managers me known to 
have strong mlturall values such as an 
outatanding. work e ~ i ~  excwUent 
mathemiBItieal and mna1ytid talent 
and mptbNty, md adeap same bhw 
mag. 

But, they alew W d  a nwmbar of 
*d, rnpabili& gaps, 

Thmw indud@ a sirong awptamca 
d hierarchy md authority, w h m  sr% 
q t h h g  the boss s a p  y 9 ~  m ~BIY~T- 
sIon to risk-Wng a d  making mb- 
takes; a lack of engagement tn eon- 
&active U g u e  and debate in de& 
don-making groups; apd an inad& 
pat% mh&st and W e m @  
mg @f diversity. 

To ~ w ~ ~ w  On the hBSk D~b&lnd= 
Emlg strat@ hmm mpttal and @aid 
hlll daVdDp Isademhip Char+ 
acterktics and capabihti~s to ham- 
p b  deetiveUy in tha Asian markst- 
ph@. the t%qO~i%h cdh+ri3 0f &&a~. 
managers $as to be chug&. . 

Pot a stark there i~ B; need b r  a 
much m r e  empowerad d t a r e  th& 
reflects apmmws to Ehw~ and more 
engagd sntpleyasa. 
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