
 

Strategic Planning in Japanese Companies 

A qualitative study on strategic planning with a focus on cultural aspects 

Author: Emelie Nordell 
       

Supervisor: Malin Näsholm 

Student 

Umeå School of Business and Economics 

Spring semester 2012 

Master thesis, one-year, 15 hp 



 

I 

 

Acknowledgement 

 
 
 
 
First of all I want to thank all of my respondents who willingly offered their time to help 

me. Without you, there would be no thesis. 

I also would like to thank my supervisor Malin Näsholm who gave me useful advice and 

feedback and continued to do so even though I was several thousand kilometres away, 

both in time and place. 

I want to extend a special thank you to my boyfriend, family and friends who believed in 

me and gave me support and encouraging words when I needed them the most. 

Finally I would like to extend a warm thanks to everybody at the Growth Analysis office 

in Tokyo. Especially to Niklas Z Kviselius and Anders Karlsson who gave support, 

feedback and insightful knowledge. 

 

Thank you! 

どうもありがとうございました 

 

 

 

Emelie Nordell 

Tokyo 2011 & Stockholm 2012 

 
  



 

II 

 

Abstract 
 
 
 
 
Japanese companies have been said to rarely have strategies that resemble the ones that 

can be seen in literature from the Western world. However, even though Japanese 

companies do not show the same kind of strategy as can be found in the west, it does 

not necessarily mean they have no strategy at all. Recent studies have shown that 

Japanese companies do show clarity in their approach to strategy. Still, not much 

research can be found on this subject. When the world is becoming more globalized and 

multinational, it is of interest for both the companies’ stakeholders and shareholders to 

know how they operate, and their strategic planning process is one part of this. The 

research question therefore becomes: 

 

 How does the process of strategic planning in Japanese companies work and in 

what way is the Japanese culture an influence? 

 

The main purpose of this master thesis is to provide a deeper understanding concerning 

the concept of strategic planning in Japanese companies. It also has two sub purposes.  

Firstly, this research aims towards understanding the current strategic planning process, 

in what way it is used in Japanese companies. Secondly, it will try to understand if the 

Japanese culture influences the strategic planning process and if so, in what way. 

 

The thesis is based on a qualitative study with semi structured interviews where five 

respondents were divided into two categories (based in the respondents’ background), 

two respondents with a Japanese view and three with an international view. A 

constructionist ontological position, interpretivism epistemological position and an 

inductive scientific approach have been adopted.  

 

The theoretical framework is divided into two parts; the first concerns the strategic 

planning process and the second Japanese business culture. 

 

Analysis was done across the two different categories of respondents’ and from my 

research I have found that the strategic planning process in Japan is different from 

company to company but that they all tend to share one important step, consensus. I 

have also found that Japanese culture has had a great impact on the strategic planning 

process although there seem to be a shift towards becoming more streamlined and more 

international to be able to compete on the global market. 

 

The practical implications of my findings are that since Japanese companies seem to 

incorporate their culture into their strategic planning, it is important that the field of 

strategic planning research take into consideration the culture and its effect on the 

strategic planning process. Japanese companies also need to assess if strategic planning 

should be used as a way towards becoming more globalized, and if so, in what way. 
 

 

 

 

Keywords: Strategic planning, Japanese business culture, SWOT, Consensus and Culture 

dimensions   
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1. Introduction 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter introduces the reader into the world of strategy and strategic planning. It 

aims at explaining the background which leads up to the research question and purpose 

of the thesis and to give the reader a better knowledge on the subject. Also, limitations 

to the thesis are outlined. 

 

Since this thesis is written in cooperation with Growth Analysis in Japan, information 

and background to the organization will also be introduced in the end of this chapter. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 What is strategy? 

The term strategy is ancient and stems from the Greek word strategía or strategiké and 

was used to describe the art or skills of the general (the strategós). Meaning that in the 

antiquity, the general was the one who practiced strategy (Heuser, 2010a, p. 4). From 

this we come to grasp with the idea that strategy originally is associated with warfare. In 

the sixth century strategy was defined as: 

 

“Strategy is the means by which a commander may defend his own lands and defeat his 

enemies.” (Heuser 2010b, p. 1) 

 

In modern society, strategy is used in more than just military matters. Instead the 

concept of strategy and strategic management has begun to be used within the world of 

business. Classical books concerning military strategy such as The Art of War by Sun 

Tzu, written in the sixth century, are still influential in the modern world of business 

strategy. Even to the extent that some studies performed by modern researchers use Sun 

Tzu’s principles as a way to explain success within businesses (Wu et al. 2004, Wee et 

al. 1991). 

 

So, what is strategy? This is a question that even the famous strategy professor Michael 

Porter poses in the title of one of his most famous articles (Porter, 1996). Over time, the 

meaning of the term has changed and still to this day people are not in agreement 

concerning the use of the word. This was brought up in an article by The Economist 

stating that people within the business world still cannot agree on this matter (The 

Economist, 1993).   

 

When trying to grasp the concept of strategy one can read in the Oxford Dictionary that 

strategy is:”a plan of action designed to achieve a long-term or overall aim” (Oxford 

Dictionaries, 2012). This is in its strictest sense and if we continue to understand 

strategy we can see that according to Porter: “the essence of strategy is choosing to 

perform activities differently than rivals do” and he emphasises this by saying that 

“competitive strategy is about being different” (Porter, 1996, p. 64). One can also look 

at strategy as a sort of game plan to be able to reach competitive advantage, and higher 

profits, in business (May, 2010, p. 1). 
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1.1.2 Strategic planning 

In Porter’s definition of strategy he talks about being different and performing activities 

in a different way than what your rival would do, while May talks about a game plan to 

be competitive. This leads us into strategic planning, the tool to figure out how to be 

different and what your game plan should look like. Strategic planning can be explained 

as a set of processes a company undertakes in order to develop a range of strategies that 

is then used to accomplish goals that the company has set out to achieve (Tapinos et al. 

2005).   

 

In Bain & Company’s report “Management Tools and Trends 2011”, where they list the 

top 10 tools among executives to use in order to manage their business, strategic 

planning comes in second place (after benchmarking) as one of the most widely used 

management tools globally in 2010. According to the report, 65% of the companies use 

strategic planning as a management tool and this is significantly above the overall mean. 

It was also expected to grow to a usage of 86% in 2011. (Bain & Company, 2011)   

 

Different studies have come to the conclusion that there is a relationship between 

strategic planning and performance in an organization (Schraeder, 2002, Tapinos et al, 

2005, Miller and Cardinal, 1994). Studies have also shown that there is in fact no 

correlation between how sophisticated a plan is and the eventual performance of an 

organization (Hahn and Powers, 1999).  

1.1.3 Japanese companies and strategy 

In 1996, Porter claimed that Japanese companies rarely have strategies that resemble the 

ones that can be seen in literature from the Western world. Instead the success that 

Japanese companies experienced before 1990s came from operational effectiveness, not 

strategy (Porter, 1996). In an article, Porter highlighted that Japanese companies would 

eventually need to learn strategy to be able to achieve higher performance. He saw two 

difficulties in this matter that stem from cultural difficulties. First of all, Japan is a 

country where high consensus is needed in both business and everyday life making it 

hard to make tough decisions. Secondly, the tradition of high service that exist in Japan 

means that companies have a tendency to go to great lengths to satisfy their customer  

and thereby losing track of their distinct positioning on the market (Porter, 1996, p. 63).  

 

Porter and Takeuchi have also partially blamed the business strategy in Japan for not 

being able to regain the former global business dominance they held back in the 1980s. 

Stating that some of the economic recession in the late 1990s in Japan came from the 

fact that their companies lacked business strategies that were apparent and 

distinguishable (Allen et al. 2008, p.37).  

 

The fact that Japanese companies differs in their strategy has been cited in research 

papers and shows that even though these companies do not show the same kind of 

strategy as can be found in the west, it does not necessarily mean they have no strategy 

at all (Allen et al. 2008,  Lauenstein 1985). 
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1.2 Choice of subject 

 

In the working paper “Show Me the Money: Japan’s Most Profitable Firms in the 2000s” 

Schaede has pinpointed fifty Japanese companies, whom she refers to as “New Japan” 

companies (See Appendix 1). According to her, the most interesting companies from 

Japan are no longer the mass-producing companies we might think of when referring to 

Japanese companies. Instead more unknown companies, with higher profitability, have 

begun to take over the market. From studying thirteen of these companies she has, 

among other things, come to the conclusion that these companies, unlike Porter and 

Takeuchi previously claimed, do show clarity about corporate strategy that cannot be 

seen in what she refers to as “Old Japan” (Schaede, 2011, p.21).  

 

Schaede’s research was also referenced by The Economist in their article “New against 

Old” where they highlight the problem of barely profitable companies in Japan and 

claim that “New Japan” companies base their success on the fact that they resist the old 

practices and defy the traditional Japanese business culture (The Economist, 2011).  

 

From Schaede’s research one can assume that over the years there has been a change in 

Japan. Since it would be interesting to see what consequences this change might have, I 

decided to focus my thesis on the area of strategy in Japan. An important part of the 

field of strategy is the strategic planning process. Only one article could be found in 

English that specifically concerned strategic planning in Japan (Strategic Planning in 

Japan by Milton C. Lauenstein 1985). In this article Lauenstein explains that American 

business community has understood the importance of strategy in order for a company 

to be successful. He therefore seeks to answer the question concerning how the strategic 

planning process in Japan is done and how well it works. He highlights that one 

important aspect would be to figure out if there is anything U.S managers can learn 

from Japan. While he concluded that Japanese companies are less sophisticated than 

American ones, he also highlighted that there indeed were certain ways of thinking and 

cultural values that American companies could learn from Japan as well. (Lauenstein, 

1985) 

 

Lauenstein’s article shows that there indeed are possible benefits to draw from more 

knowledge on this subject, while at the same time no new research was found since the 

1980s on the specific topic of strategic planning in Japan. This shows that there is a lack 

of knowledge and research on the subject and it needs to be studied. Also, since most of 

the previous research on strategy seems to be focused on the US and most of the authors 

are American, there could be a lack of knowledge on the affect different cultures have 

on strategy and strategic research. This area is important for the world of business 

administration because it can provide important information for further studies and 

increase the academic knowledge. Strategy in Japan may not look the way we think it 

does and therefore is of interest to study further. 

 

To further research the cultural influence on strategic planning I have also decided to 

look at the problem from different perspectives. My intention was to be able to see how 

different perspectives and culture in itself might affect the strategic planning process. 

Since the world is becoming more globalized and multinational, it is of interest for both 

the companies’ stakeholders and shareholders to know how different cultures operate, 

and their strategic planning process is one part of this. This would especially be 

important for companies who engage in business in foreign cultures, for example 
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through either subsidiaries or multinational presence. Because of this one can say that it 

is important both from an academic and business standpoint to know how Japanese 

companies form their strategies with the use of strategic planning and in what way 

culture could be an influence on this.  

1.3 Research question  

 

The research question therefore becomes: 

 

 How does the process of strategic planning in Japanese companies work and in 

what way is the Japanese culture an influence? 

1.4 Purpose 

 

The main purpose of this master thesis is to provide a deeper understanding concerning 

the concept of strategic planning in Japanese companies. It also has two sub purposes.  

Firstly, this research aims towards understanding the current strategic planning process, 

in what way it is used in Japanese companies. Secondly, it will try to understand if the 

Japanese culture influences the strategic planning process and if so, in what way. 

 

The thesis will use a qualitative study as a mean towards answering the research 

question. The respondents will be divided into two categories, one with respondents 

who have a Japanese view and one with an international view. Through these two 

different categories I aimed at fulfilling part of the purpose as well as providing 

additional information to be able to answer my research question. It was my belief that 

in order to grasp the issue of strategic planning in Japanese companies it was necessary 

that the respondents both had a Japanese view and an international view in order to get 

different perspectives and see if culture influences the strategic planning in Japan. As a 

way towards examining the strategic planning process in Japan, and to fulfil the purpose 

of this thesis, interviews have been conducted with different people with connections to 

the business world of Japan. 

1.5 Limitations 

 

The field of strategy is large and therefore I have chosen to only consider the strategic 

planning process. This thesis will not make any evaluation whether or not the “right” 

strategy is being used and will not look into what strategy is being used. Meaning that 

there will not be any research conducted on the issue of performance improvement 

through strategic planning.  

 

Unlike Schaede’s research concerned a wider field of strategy within companies, 

whereas this thesis will focus only on the strategic planning process behind strategies in 

order to understand how they are developed.  
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1.6 Growth Analysis 

 

This thesis has been written as part of my internship abroad at Growth Analysis, Office 

of Science and Innovation, Swedish Embassy Tokyo. The purpose and research 

question has therefore been chosen because they are of interest to this organization. 

Through cooperation with Growth Analysis I have been guided through the intricate 

world of Japanese business and they have aided me both in the search for respondents as 

well as provided information relevant to the subject at hand. 

 

The Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis (Growth Analysis) performs different 

analysis and statistical studies with both a Swedish and international stand point. In 

Tokyo, their main task is among other things to monitor and report to Sweden on trends 

in research, innovation and growth in Japan. The organization operates under the 

direction of the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications. 
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2. Theoretical Methodology 

 
 

 

This chapter firstly introduces the reader to the preconceptions of the author. Secondly 

it explains the scientific approach, the methodology views of the author of the thesis and 

lastly the secondary sources will be presented, discussed and criticized.  

 

This chapter aims at giving the reader an understanding regarding the starting-point of 

the thesis and the methodological assumptions.   
 

 

2.1 Preconceptions 

 

The problem of preconceptions is mentioned by Bryman & Bell, when they discuss that 

the researcher’s prior knowledge, values, attitude or experience can cause bias (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007, p. 30). Preconceptions of the researcher could come from their personal 

experience, education or prejudice (Johansson Lindfors, 1993, p. 76). For this reason I 

will in this part of the thesis bring forth my preconceptions in order for the reader to 

understand what previous values I might posses that would have an effect on the thesis. 

From this the reader can make their own assessment of how preconceptions might have 

influenced this thesis. 

 

Theoretical preconceptions both come from prior education as well as the books and 

articles read in order to grasp the subject discussed in this thesis. The author of this 

thesis has studied four years at the International Business Program at Umeå School of 

Business as well as participated in one exchange semester at INCAE Business School in 

Costa Rica. During these studies numerous courses within the business field has been 

undertaken and especially studies within corporate strategy and management can be 

particularly mentioned as important for this thesis. As well as knowledge within 

research methodology gained from experience of bachelor thesis and research 

methodology course.  

 

Practical preconceptions can be represented by my personal experience of Japan and its 

culture. I have on four separate occasions visited Japan for both studies of the Japanese 

language, vacation, school project and internship. During the writing process of this 

thesis I have been in Tokyo, Japan for my internship at Growth Analysis, the Office of 

Science and Innovation, Embassy of Sweden.  

 

I believe that my preconceptions could have had an effect on my study in a sense that 

what I have previously studied and experienced does influence what I have decided to 

write about and the research question I have chosen. Before beginning the study I did 

have some knowledge about the business culture of Japan and this may have influenced 

the specific topic I chose, as well as the questions posed in the interviews. The outcome 

of this could be that I have affected the study to a certain degree since my 

preconceptions might be hard to put aside at command. However, I have throughout the 

working process strived towards being unbiased and concentrating on the respondent’s 

view instead of incorporating it with my own.  
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In addition to this it might also be mentioned that when possible I have to a certain 

extent tried to use my preconceptions to benefit the thesis. Through using my prior 

knowledge of for example Japanese culture, I have aimed towards better understanding 

how to interact with respondents in order for them to feel secure and thereby having the 

possibility of giving a response that might be more accurate than if the respondent 

would feel insecure. My prior knowledge concerning the Japanese culture has also 

helped me to better find respondents and know how to best come in contact with them.  

 

2.2 Ontology 

 

Ontology concerns the nature of reality and how we view it (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 

108). There are many different ontological positions, for example objectivism and 

constructionism (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 22-25).  

 

In this thesis, I do not view social phenomena as independent from social actors.  For 

example, the views and preconceptions of the respondents are constantly changing and 

thereby affecting the social phenomena. Therefore, my views are more consistent with 

the constructionism position. Constructionist implies that interactions among social 

actors create social phenomena and therefore the individuals affect the outcome 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 402). Constructionism sees social phenomena as something 

accomplished by the social actors and it also believes it to be always changing and in a 

constant state of revision (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 22-25). Besides this reason, it is 

also common to have a constructionist view when a qualitative research method is used 

in a study (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p.  402). 

2.3 Epistemology 

 

Epistemology concerns the issue of how we require knowledge about reality 

(Gustavsson et al. 2007, p. 84) as well as what should be regarded as knowledge 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 16). There are two main epistemological positions that stand 

in contrast to each other: positivism and interpretivism (Bryman and Bell 2007, p. 16-

19). 

 

Interpretivism, aims at understanding the human behaviour, in contrast to positivism 

that tries to explain it and it requires the researcher to grasp the subjective meaning of 

social action instead (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 18-19). It should also be noted that a 

qualitative research design is most common when influenced by interpretivism (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007, p. 415). 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to develop a deeper understanding of the process of 

defining strategies in Japanese companies. Since it aims towards an outcome of 

understanding and the thesis uses a qualitative research method interpretivism is my 

position throughout the study. In addition to this, because of my preconceptions I cannot 

say that I am completely free from values, and therefore positivism cannot be adopted 

since it calls for objectivity from the researcher.  
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2.4 Scientific approach 

 

When choosing a scientific approach for a research, one has to consider the relationship 

between theory and research, whether or not theory guides research, or if the theory is 

an outcome of the research (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 4). In a deductive approach a 

researcher first develops a theoretical model which is later used to formulate hypotheses 

to be tested and thereby either rejected or accepted, meaning that the theory guides the 

research. When an inductive approach is used, new hypotheses are formulated based on 

data collected and then these hypotheses can also be tested. This is an example of when 

the theory is an outcome of the research. (Sekaran and Bougie, 2009, p. 92) 

 

Bryman and Bell also discuss that even though we tend to talk about either deductive or 

inductive, it is better to think about these strategies as tendencies more than hard-and-

fast distinction (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 15). It is in fact possible to apply an 

approach that goes back and forth between theory and data, a strategy called an iterative 

approach (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 14, 585).  

 

The thesis will be using the approach of letting theory guide the research. However, 

since the purpose of the thesis is to develop a deeper understanding of the process of 

defining strategies in Japanese companies, there is a possibility that, depending on the 

empirical findings, the end result could lead to a development of a theoretical model. 

According to Johansson Lindfors, it is possible to have this position when the problem 

has an explorative nature (Johansson Lindfors, 1993, p. 60). As previously discussed, it 

is also possible to apply an iterative approach and thereby combining both the deductive 

and inductive approach. Therefore, this thesis still uses the inductive approach, although 

it is not purely inductive in the sense that theory is still used in the process of the thesis 

for example when formulating the interview guide and analyzing the empirical findings. 

2.5 Literature Search 

 

In this thesis, three main categories of sources have been used: internet, books and 

articles. To gather basic knowledge concerning the topics research method, strategy, 

strategic planning and Japan, some books have been used. Especially concerning 

methodology and also to some extent concerning the theoretical framework.  Most of 

the sources used in this thesis come from journals and articles found through Business 

Source Premier (EBSCO). The keywords used to find these were most often strategy, 

strategic planning and Japan. Through using these keywords it was then possible to find 

other articles related to this issue. Some articles such as the ones from The Economist, were 

found either through the internet or the actually magazine.  

 

To a small extent, Google scholar has also been used when searching for certain articles 

that could not be found through Business Source Premier (EBSCO). Most of the time this 

was when an article from Business Source Premier (EBSCO) referenced another article that 

seemed interesting for the thesis and needed to be found. Also, a couple of articles have 

been received through earlier studies at INCAE Business School and is not found through 

Business Source Premier (EBSCO).  
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2.6 Source Criticism 

 

According to Johansson Lindfors, there are three main criteria for evaluating sources. 

The three criteria concerns origin of sources, empirical ground of the theory and how up 

to date the source is. (Johansson Lindfors, 1993, p. 88-90) 

 

Throughout the thesis, I have avoided using secondary references. Instead I have always 

searched for the original article that has been referenced in the article of interest. By 

doing so, the origin of the source becomes reliable and at the same time has often 

provided me with new and more extensive knowledge on the subject. If the original 

article could not be found I have not used the reference. 

 

Concerning the empirical ground of the theory it is hard to evaluate. Johansson Lindfors 

also states that particularly this criterion is difficult because usually theories both based 

on primary and secondary sources is common (Johansson Lindfors, 1993, p. 89). I have 

strived towards using only sources that do state whether it is primary or secondary 

sources that has been used, however, a few articles has been used where the empirical 

ground of the theory might not have been fully explained.  

 

I have also decided to use the working paper “Show Me the Money: Japan’s Most 

Profitable Firms in the 2000s” by Ulrike Schaede (2011), even though it is only a 

working paper and not an article. Given that Schaede is a Professor within Japanese 

Business at the University of California, San Diego I believe that the working paper is 

still valid and trustworthy (School of International Relations and Pacific Studies).  

 

When considering how up-to date my sources are, most of them come from the 21
st
 

century. There are however some sources that are older than this. The reason for still 

choosing these sources comes from the fact that they are either important and significant 

articles that still to this day proves influential and highly referenced or they might also 

give a background concerning how it used to be before the 21
st
 century. Examples of 

this can be found when discussing the history of strategy in Japan. Using Hofstede’s 

culture dimensions from 1980 can of course be discussed since it is not up to date. 

However, I have chosen to still use this source because it has been very influential and 

has been cited more than any other book in social science. (Yoo & Dunthu 2002)  

 

Since my thesis involves strategic planning in Japan, and I do not speak Japanese, there 

could of course exist a number of sources that I have not found that would relate to my 

research. This could have a negative view on my thesis because there is a possibility 

that the literature that I have found is more angled towards western way of thinking. 

However, I do believe that since all of the articles used in this thesis originate from 

different places in the world, even though they are written in English, it is possible that 

this bias has been avoided. 

 

In my thesis I have used two different sources that can be said to be “non-scientific”, 

Internet websites and newspapers. Internet has been used to the least extent since it is 

hard to rely on the information unless it is from a trustworthy source. However, for 

some basic information, reports and definitions and certain websites have been used, 

though, only from well-known sources and only when absolutely necessary. For 

example, the Economist that I have used is first of all well-known and respected and it 
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has mostly been used to show the reader that the topic at hand is interesting and not only 

mentioned in the world of science. 

 

Overall I have to a large extent strived towards finding sources with high 

trustworthiness and sometimes disregarded information that could not be used because 

they in my opinion did not prove to be reliable.   
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 
 

This chapter can be divided into two parts. The first contains theory and information 

regarding the strategic planning process and other related areas whereas the second 

part introduces the reader to Japanese business culture and specific concepts used in 

connection to strategic planning.  

 

The purpose of the chapter is to show what scientific ground that will be used when 

analyzing the empirical findings as well as giving the reader a foundation of knowledge 

regarding the subject.  
 
 

3.1 The strategic planning process 

 

There are probably numerous reasons why a company decide to use strategic planning 

to develop a strategic plan. According to studies performed, strategic planning can for 

example have a positive effect on the company’s performance (Schraeder, 2002, 

Tapinos et al, 2005, Miller and Cardinal, 1994). However, there are also other gains that 

can be sought through strategic planning. Better focus on customer, allocating time and 

resources in a more efficient way, less crisis management, better communication with 

stakeholders and a more stable profit growth are some reasons that should be mentioned 

(May, 2010, p. 1). There are also specific industries that are said to benefit more from 

strategic planning than others. Miller and Cardinal argue that a connection between 

performance and strategic planning was more prominent regarding organizations that 

operated in turbulent environments, while Schraeder claimed that the health care 

industry in particular can benefit from better strategic planning (Miller and Cardinal, 

1994, Schraeder, 2002).  

 

Another important reason for developing a clear strategic plan could be to provide staff 

members and employees with a specific direction of the organisation. This could lead to 

empowerment of the staff as well as job satisfaction (Fidellow and Hogan, 1998, 

Daniels and Bailey, 1999). This idea is further supported by a more recent study done 

by Diamantidis and Chatzoglou which emphasised that in order to improve job 

satisfaction, and thereby achieving higher performance, managers should encourage 

human resources to be involved in the strategic planning process (Diamantidis and 

Chatzoglou, 2011). 

 

In the same way as there are numerous reasons why a company chooses to implement 

strategic planning, there are also several ways of implementing it. According to 

Fidellow and Hogan, there are three steps to strategic planning: environmental analysis, 

a strategic plan and a timeline development. Within the environmental analysis, they 

suggest a critical assessment and analysis of the organisation’s mission statement, 

vision and value system. As part of this step, they also include SWOT analysis to assess 

the organisations strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. After this has been 

done, the data should be compiled and a strategic plan developed. As a final step a 

timeline is decided to realize and implement the strategies that have evolved (Fidellow 

and Hogan, 1998, p. 34-36).   
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However, Hopkins and Hopkins state that there is a general agreement among 

researchers in the field of strategic planning that describes the process through three 

main steps: Formulation, which includes setting mission, vision and values for the 

organisation and forming objectives and analysing the external and internal 

environment as well as evaluating and selecting strategy alternatives. The second and 

third step is implementation and control (Hopkins and Hopkins, 1997, p. 637). The 

process can also be explained by this flowchart developed by Schraeder in 2002: 

 

Development or evaluation of mission statement 

↓ 

Analysis of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) 

↓ 

Thematic analysis of issues identified through SWOT 

↓ 

Identify and prioritize issues to be developed into objectives 

↓ 

Assign issues/objectives to responsible person for further development of timelines 

and resource requirements 

Figure 1 Process of Developing Strategic Planning  

(Schraeder, 2002, p. 14) 

 

Another more complex figure is the Strategic Development Process Model. It was 

developed on empirical findings and therefore, as an inclusive model, takes into 

consideration that organizations vary in their approach towards strategic planning. This 

model is called the Strategic Development Process Model and contains five general 

steps often seen in strategic planning: goal/objective setting, situation analysis, 

alternative consideration, implementation and evaluation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Strategic Development Process Model  

(Tapinos et al. 2005) 
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What we can see from most of these explanations of the process behind strategic 

planning is that they do share some common features and steps, although different 

titles/labels are sometimes used and maybe more emphasis is put to certain parts of the 

process at times. Some have more steps than others, and some highlight the importance 

of control and implementation of the strategy developed. In an attempt to combine all of 

these different views, this flowchart was developed 

 

Analysis/Development (Vision/Mission/Value) → Analysis (External/internal) → 

Objectives/Strategy → Implementation → Control 

Figure 3 Process of Developing Strategic Planning  

(Own illustration based on Fidellow and Hogan, 1998, Hopkins and Hopkins 1997, 

Schraeder, 2002, Tapinos et al. 2005) 

 

It must also be mentioned that it is not enough for a company to have a strategic plan 

especially not if it is mere decorative and artificial, sometimes referred to as public 

relations planning (Mintzberg, 1993). Mintzberg states that there are indeed two other 

approaches to form strategies besides formal planning; visionary and learning. The first 

approach depends on one single actor with creative strategies and the second contains a 

number of actors capable of experimenting and then integrating their ideas into the 

company (Mintzberg, 1993, p. 37).  

3.1.1 Vision mission and value 

These concepts are commonly used within strategic management, and strategic planning. 

There is still disagreement about the definitions of vision, mission and values and how 

they are differentiated from each other. Therefore it is possible to find corporate 

statements that incorporate vision into their mission and vice versa. (Kantabutra and 

Avery, 2010, Khalifa, 2011). 

 

A vision often describes the desired future of an organisation and can be seen as an 

intellectual framework and something that drives motivation (Mirvis et al. 2010, p. 316). 

It is also said to be the starting point of any transformational process in an organization 

and is meant to be a long term guide over different business activities. According to 

Kantabutra and Avery, vision has long been considered to be important when it comes 

to leadership, strategy implementation and change. Through their research they also 

confirmed that powerful business visions posses a set of certain characteristics: 

 

1. Conciseness 

2. Clarity 

3. Future orientation 

4. Stability 

5. Challenge 

6. Abstractness 

7. Desirability or ability to inspire 
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These powerful visions are claimed to be challenging, long-term and stable. Meaning 

that they are motivating for employees, has a perspective that is more long-term and 

future oriented, as well as being stable in the sense that they are not affected by short-

term trends, technology or market changes. (Kantabutra and Avery, 2010) 

 

Mission statements can often be seen as the starting point in strategic planning. 

Essentially one might say that it answers the question: “What business are we in?” 

meaning what is the purpose of the business and its reason for existence. (Khalifa, 2011, 

p. 26)  It is important to define and communicate an organisations purpose for being and 

through mission statements, a corporation is able to describe various important 

messages such as the manager’s beliefs, the firm’s purpose, social responsibility and its 

goals (Hirota et al., 2010, p. 1135-1136). 

 

Values can instead be seen as how the company acts to achieve its goals. Sometimes 

these values can be seen as window dressing, however, it depends on how the values are 

developed and in what way used throughout the organisation. Values need to be a two-

way communication and cannot be directed from someone at the top. Rather it is from 

discussion among the whole organisation that eventually a value proposition can 

develop in the form of behaviour characteristics. (Mirvis et al., 2010, p. 317, 321). 

Values are the shared beliefs among the employees in an organisation that can guide 

them in their decision making or actions. (May, 2010, p. 11). Collins and Porras state 

that values have an intrinsic value and are important to those within the organization. 

They claim that it is not important what kind of values company posses, as long as they 

have any at all. (Collins and Porras, 1996, p. 66-67)  

3.1.2 Strategic planning analytical tools 

Studies have been found to support the concept of SWOT analysis as an analytical tool 

in the strategic planning process (Helms and Nixon, 2010) and since it is commonly 

cited in academic research I have chosen to focus only on that specific tool. Still it 

should be noted that there are other analytical tools such as PEST (political, economic, 

societal and technological) (Jarratt & Stiles, 2010, p. 1). 

3.1.2.1 SWOT  

SWOT analysis (Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats), compares an 

organizations internal strengths to its weaknesses and the market opportunities to its 

threats (Sherman, Rowley and Armandi, 2007, p. 168). It can also be seen as an 

environmental analysis (threats and opportunities) and an organizational analysis 

(strengths and weaknesses). Where the external factors cannot be controlled by the 

organization, unlike the internal factors that are within their control. (Ghazinoory, Abdi 

and Azadegan-Mehr, 2011, p. 24-25)   

 

The origin of SWOT analysis can be traced back to the 1960s and it has since been 

growing as an analytical tool to use in order to improve the decision-making process by 

reducing the quantity of information available. SWOT is often used within the world of 

marketing and strategy. It is said that within the field of business this way of dividing an 

organizations issues into internal and external factors is frequently used as a starting 

point in strategic planning. (Helms and Nixon, 2010, p.  216) 
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The 2X2 grid/SWOT matrix is often used when working with this analytical tool and a 

further explanation of what these different categories entail can be seen in the figure 

below: 

 

Strengths 

Image, structure, access to natural 

resources, capacity and efficiency and 

financial resources. 

Weaknesses 

Image, structure, access to natural 

resources, capacity and efficiency and 

financial resources. 

Opportunities 

Customers, competitors, trends in the 

market, partners, suppliers, social changes, 

new technology, and environmental, 

economic, political and regulatory issues. 

Threats 

Customers, competitors, trends in the 

market, partners, suppliers, social changes, 

new technology, and environmental, 

economic, political and regulatory issues. 

Figure 4 SWOT  

(Helms and Nixon, 2010, p. 216) 

 

Sherman, Rowley and Armandi claim that in a simplistic form, there are four different 

outcomes from a SWOT analysis: 

1. Strengths > weaknesses and opportunities > threats – Growth strategy is 

supported. 

2. Strengths > weaknesses and threats > opportunities – Maintenance strategy is 

supported. 

3. Weaknesses > strengths and opportunities > threats – Harvest strategy is 

supported. 

4. Weaknesses > strengths and threats > opportunities – Retrenchment strategy is 

supported.  

Figure 5 SWOT Outcomes 

(Sherman, Rowley and Armandi, 2007, p. 107) 

3.2 Introduction to Japanese business culture 

 

In this section I will first introduce the reader to the background of Japan’s current 

economy (starting after the Second World War) and after this an introduction to the 

Japanese culture that concerns business. Culture is defined by Oxford Dictionary as: 

“the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society” (Oxford 

Dictionaries, 2012). Some of these aspects will be considered in this section of the 

thesis and then in the following sections 3.5-3.7 more information concerning culture 

will be provided. 

After the Second World War, Japan’s economy evolved at an incredible growth rate and 

eventually the country became the second biggest economy in the world (after the US). 

The country’s growth from 1950 and 25 years onwards was unprecedented in the world 

economy. The “bubble economy” and its growth continued strong up until the 
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beginning of the 1990s when the country underwent a financial crisis and the economic 

bubble burst leading into what has been called the “lost decade”. Even though Japan in 

2002 entered a growth period, the country still has not managed to regain the former 

levels of domestic consumption and the inflation has for long periods been around zero. 

(Landfakta Japan, 2011) From the years of the bubble economy, some unique Japanese 

business concepts developed, such as keiretsu and life time employment.  

Japanese conglomerates, or in Japanese keiretsu, is a combination of a fully integrated 

conglomerates and stand alone firm. Even though each member of the keiretsu is a 

separate legal entity they are still interlinked via legal and economic ties. (Chang et al., 

2010, p. 1307). Large corporations in Japan are usually grouped together with other 

companies as well as a main bank and an insurance company forming a keiretsu. The 

members of the keiretsu will then usually support each other by either favourable 

business deals or stockownership, preventing hostile takeovers. Decisions in the 

different companies will be made keeping in mind the well being of other companies in 

the keiretsu. One example of a keiretsu is Toshiba who constitutes of around at least 

two hundred companies. (Alston and Takei, 2005, p. 24) 

 

To begin with, the term life time employment is slightly misleading since it often refers 

to long term employment instead. Workers are hired right out of high school or 

university and are usually employed until the age of 55 and 60. What must also be noted 

is that this does not mean that the company do not have part time or temporary 

employees. Most of the women never enjoy the stability of life time employment for 

example, but is instead hired as temporary workers, who can easily be laid off if the 

current business environment is slow. (Hirakubo, 1999, p.41) Problems with lifetime 

employment involves issues such as making the job market rigid as well as prohibiting 

employees to make mid-carrier changes outside of their current company (Hirakubo, 

1999, p. 43). Japanese companies can often be said to be like a large family and 

therefore, the practice of lifetime employment is in a way an example of showing that 

the employee belongs to that particular family and in exchange the employee will show 

loyalty towards the company (Alson and Takei, 2005, p. 3). 

 

Consensus and lifetime employment are often discussed in relation to Japanese 

management (Drucker, 1971, Lauenstein, 1985, Numagami et al., 2010). Decision 

making is affected by consensus and lifetime employment is believed to be one of the 

factors that affect long-term strategic planning (Makino and Roehl, 2010, p. 41). The 

idea of group orientation and consensus building can be traced all the way back to when 

most of the people in Japan were rice farmers. In those days, to be able to achieve the 

best possible productivity in as little space as possible, the farmers worked together in 

communities. From this grew a sense of group orientation that eventually meant that if 

one person worked together with the rest of the group, the group would then support 

that person. This also meant that in fear of being excluded from the group, people 

tended not to speak up and contradict the opinions of the group. (Davies, 2002, p. 10)  

 

Japanese business culture is deeply rooted in its traditions and culture and therefore 

cannot be exported to western societies. (Drucker, 1971, p. 110) When it comes to 

decision making and creating consensus, Drucker tells us that the most significant 

difference between western and Japanese way of thinking when making decisions is that 

we focus on the problem in different ways. While Westerners usually focus on 

answering the problem, Japanese rather put emphasis on defining the question. Meaning 

that importance lies in deciding whether or not there is a need for a decision and what it 
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is about. It is here that the Japanese aim towards achieving consensus and this is the 

essence of the decision. From the definition of the question, they therefore find the 

answer. Focus is therefore on finding out what the decision is about, not what it should 

be. (Drucker, 1971, p. 111) 

 

This also means that Japanese companies are forced to make big decision, and rarely 

makes small decision even though they are needed, because it takes too much effort 

when consensus is needed (Drucker, 1971, p. 113). However, according to certain 

writers, consensus building is one of the reasons for the success that many Japanese 

companies experienced in the 1980s and early 1990s (Makino and Roehl, 2010, p. 42).  

 

When discussing globalization and Japan. One can say that Japan used to be the 

undisputed leader in Asia mainly coming from their cost advantage in the 

manufacturing industry. However, this has now changed when Japan failed to compete 

globally against other Asian competitors (Schaede, 2011, p. 4). The increased 

competition and globalization on the world market poses a threat towards Japan that 

they might fall way behind other countries such as USA and China (Tillväxtanalys. 

2011, p. 15).  This is also stressed in the article Japan Refocus and Recovery which 

states that Japanese manufacturers are ten years behind companies in the western world 

in regards to accepting and embracing globalization. It also highlights the fact that many 

Japanese companies still focus on the domestic market, with the exception of certain 

companies such as Komatsu, Nissan and Shiseido. The article also discuss the fact that 

Japanese companies have a tendency to be slow when it comes to strategy, but that there 

needs to be a change where Japanese companies need to gain speed and accelerate 

because the surrounding world will not wait for them. One solution proposed by the 

article is that the government needs to take action and provide a business environment 

that is similar to other countries in the world (Westervelt, 2012).  

 

Still, there have been some signs of globalization and internationalization among 

Japanese companies these last years. Two of Japans biggest retail companies Uniqlo and 

Rakuten has for example decided that English will be the new in-house language as one 

way to cope with the globalized environment (Makino and Roehl, 2010, p. 42). Also, 

Japanese companies have started to recruit non-Japanese talents for executive positions 

(Iwatani et al, 2011).  

3.2.1 Ringiseido – Decision making by consensus 

According to Ala and Cordeiro (1999, p. 22), ringiseido is an important part of decision 

making in Japanese business culture. This concept comes from Japan’s group 

orientation and enables all of the members in one group to participate in decision 

making without disturbing the hierarchical relationships in the group. At the same time 

this also means that no single individual is responsible for either success or failure. Ala 

and Cordeiro continue by explaining that consensus decision making has always been 

an essential part of the Japanese business culture. Since consensus is believed to 

enhance group moral and harmony, it is often prioritized. (Ala and Cordeiro 1999, p. 

22)  

 

The ringiseido, which is referred to the ringi process, says that if a lower level manager 

wants to make a decision, he would first have to prepare a document called a ringisho. 

This document contains the decision that needs to be taken, along with specific 

recommendation. The document is then circulated both to managers that could be 
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affected by the decision as well as those managers that might be needed in order to help 

implementation. These managers then have to indicate their approval or disapproval by 

placing their personal seal (hanko) on the document, either right side up (approve) 

upside down (disapprove) or sideways (indifferent). As the final step, the person on the 

top of the hierarchy makes a final decision and places his seal on the document and that 

will then be the final decision and the document returns to the initial author for either 

implementation or reconsideration. (Ala and Cordeiro 1999, p. 23) 

 

Nemawashi is also part of the ringi process. The word can be explained as “political 

process by which an unofficial understanding is reached before a final decision is made 

on a particular matter” (Keys and Miller 1984, p. 345). Nemawashi is used as an 

informal way of receiving an approval and acts as a preparation, and groundwork, for 

the ringisho. Usually a ringisho is not rejected because the document is informally 

approved before its formal submission. Instead the meaning of the ringisho is to create 

an atmosphere that enhances the feeling of group consensus. (Ala and Cordeiro 1999, p. 

23) 

3.2.2 Hofstede’s Model of Culture Dimensions 

In 1980, Geert Hofstede published the book Culture’s Consequences, an influential 

study of cross culture and value differences that is relevant still to this day and often 

cited in books and articles (Orr and Hauser, 2008, p. 1-2). The theoretical model that 

came out of this book, the Hofstede’s model, constitutes of five different dimensions of 

culture: Individualism, Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Masculinity and 

Long/short-term orientation. In the publication from 1980 there were only four 

dimensions, but in his publication from 2001 he included the dimension Long/Short-

term orientation based on the previous studies done by a group of researchers going 

under the name of the Chinese Culture Connection. From 1968 to 1972, Hofstede 

administered more than 116,000 questionnaires to employees of IBM in over 72 

different countries. (Orr and Hauser, 2008, p. 2-3) These are the five different cultural 

dimensions: 

 

Power distance – involves the extent to which a less powerful member of an 

organization accepts, and expects, power to be unequally distributed.  

 

Uncertainty Avoidance – whether or not a member of an organization feels secure or 

unsecure when exposed to unstructured situations. 

 

Individualism – people who are either only looking after themselves and their 

immediate family or people who belong to in-groups that look after each other in 

exchange of loyalty. Individualistic people are very ‘I’-conscious, whereas people in 

collectivistic cultures are instead ‘we’-conscious. In addition to this, individualist 

cultures can also be said to be low-context with a verbal communication, unlike 

collectivistic cultures that are high-context and instead have a more indirect style of 

communication.    

 

Masculinity – here the difference is shown by whether or not the culture values 

achievement and success and therefore can be said to be a masculine society. Or if they 

instead value caring for others and quality of life which then is a feminine society.  
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Long/Short-term orientation – concerns if the culture and society has a more future-

orientated view (say investments for the future) or a more short-term point of view with 

more respect towards traditions and stability. (Hofstede, 2001) 

3.2.2.1 Cultural Dimensions in Japan 

One of the countries Hofstede studied was Japan, and from this we can get an 

understanding about what score Japan had on the index that Hofstede created for the 

different dimensions (between 0-100).  I have chosen to compare the score of Japan 

with Taiwan and USA because Taiwan is also an Asian country and USA is instead a 

western country. Thereby providing the reader a wider perspective as well as being able 

to relate the scores to other cultures.  

 

For Power Distance Japan had a score of 54 which places Japan in the middle, above 

USA, but below Taiwan (Hofstede, 1980, p. 104). Japan does show tendencies to have a 

hierarchy system. Many foreigners may experiences that Japan is a very strong 

hierarchy society. However, Japanese people usually use the idea of consensus when 

making a decision, rather than one person deciding everything. Countries with lower 

power distance are according to Hofstede more likely to be associated with a certain 

consensus among their population (Hofstede, 1980, p. 130). 

 

On Individualism Japan had a score of 46, below USA with a score of 91 and above 

Taiwan with a score of 17 (Hofstede, 1980, p. 222). Japanese people do show 

characteristics that can be thought of as collectivistic, but again, not to the same extent 

as other Asian countries as we see from comparison to Taiwan. For example, unlike 

other Asian countries Japan has been a paternalistic society where assets and family 

name was given to the oldest son and the younger siblings were forced to leave their 

home and make their own living, which indicates a higher individualism (Hofstede, 

1980; 128, p. 235). In Japan, workers can often be said to be loyal towards their 

company (through for example life time employment) and this is in line with Hofstede’s 

findings which says that countries with lower individualistic society tend to transfer 

their extended-family loyalty to their organization, although he also says that Japan is 

shifting towards a more individualistic society (Hofstede, 1980, p.236).  

 

Concerning Masculinity Japan shows a very high score of 95, compared to USA and 

Taiwan with a score of 62 and 45 respectively (Hofstede, 1980, p. 279). Therefore Japan 

is seen as one of the most masculine societies in the world. One can also add that the 

Japanese workaholism as a sign of a masculine society where worker takes priority over 

other things in life (Hofstede, 1980, p. 285). 

 

Again with Uncertainty Avoidance Japan has a high score of 92 compared with USA 46 

and Taiwan 69 (Hofstede, 1980, p. 165), meaning that Japanese people tend to strive 

towards predictability. They are accustomed to living a life that is highly ritualized in 

different aspects which goes in line with Hofstede’s study which says that countries 

with high uncertainty avoidance tend to be more ritualized (Hofstede, 1980, p. 159). 

Japan is said to value the importance of religion and ancestry worship in Japan can be 

said to be one way of coping with uncertainty (Hofstede, 1980, p. 181). Again, the 

preference for consensus in decision making is discussed and it is said to be a feature 

among countries with high uncertainty avoidance, such as Japan (Hofstede, 1980, p. 

167). Having high uncertainty avoidance also means that the culture is more likely to be 



 

20 

 

less willing to take risks (Hofstede, 1980, p. 171). The reason why Japan is seen to be a 

country where changes are difficult to implement can also be attributed to this factor.  

 

At a score of 80, Japan can be considered to be a Long-Termed Oriented society. So can 

Taiwan with a score of 87, compared to USA with a score of 29. (Hofstede, 2001, p. 

356) Long-term orientation can be said to be a major explanation of the growth in 

eastern Asia in the end of the 20
th

 century (Hofstede, 2001, p. 351). Some of the 

characteristics a high long-termed oriented society show is persistence and perseverance 

as well as adaption of traditions to new circumstances. On top of this, they also believe 

that what happens in the future is most important in one’s life and they are often prone 

to saving and investment in real estate (Hofstede, 2001, p. 360). Therefore Japanese 

people are more prone to make long term investments, for example in R&D, which aims 

towards enabling the company to prosper even in the future. This is also why Japanese 

companies tend not to give too much attention to quarterly profit; instead the stake 

holders and society for coming generations are more important. (Geert Hofstede 

Website) 

 

 
Figure 6 Comparison of Index Score between Different Countries and Dimensions 

 

Even though Hofstede’s work has been frequently cited and shown to be very influential 

in the area of cross culture, it has also been criticized. For example, Orr and Hauser 

found that the reliability and validity of Hofstede’s methodology and instruments posed 

many questions and that the theoretical constructs needs to be re-examined to better suit 

the 21
st
 century (Orr and Hauser, 2008, p. 14,16).  

Orr and Hauser claimed that because of the questions concerning reliability and validity 

and also the cross-cultural attitudes changes since Hofstede publication in 1980, a 

replication of the study should be done partly because of the impact that his work has 

had. There needs to be some validation to it in order to confirm whether or not the 

model is still applicable in today’s society (Orr and Hauser 2008). Blodgett et al (2008) 

also highlighted that even though the work of Hofstede has been pioneering and had an 

impact on the field of behaviour science, the cultural dimensions does not show 

sufficient validity when it is applied at an individual level. 

3.2.3 Strategic planning in Japan 

In 1985, Lauenstein wrote an article that specifically concerned strategic planning in 

Japan. He distinguished eight factors that were of importance in determining strategies: 

 

Japanese attitudes – Even though many studies highlights the importance of beginning 

a strategic planning process with objectives and determining the relative importance 
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among them, Japanese executives see all of the objectives as integrated with each other. 

Lauenstein found that one objective did however stand out more and that is the 

importance of giving the company a feeling of being a family. 

 

Prestige – Since prestige is important in Japan, objectives which concern this factor 

usually receive higher attention.   

 

Competition – Japanese executives are sceptical towards the importance of being 

number one in a field and usually look into other areas for its growth. Strategic 

orientation is usually worldwide since export is vital to the Japanese market.  

 

Long-Term vision – Long-term goals and visions are important for a Japanese 

organization and are usually decided by executives and are to be considered their main 

responsibility.  

 

Bold objectives – Usually the goals set up by Japanese executives are high reaching in 

order for the company to be able to grow. 

 

A lack of capital allocation – Japanese companies tends to follow other companies 

investing activities and thereby ending up allocating its resources in something that has 

little prospect of earning a return. 

 

Intermediate-Term planning – Most common, there is a new plan made every four to 

five years.  

 

Resolving problems – Japanese companies usually rely on consensus when making 

decisions and this also means that it is common that Japanese executives together with 

line managers has to come to an agreement about new strategies.  

 

Through the article, what is mostly highlighted is the importance of consensus in the 

strategic planning process. Whereby both executives and line managers are involved in 

the decision making process. This means that once the decision is made it is often 

widely supported and understood by all of the participants. (Lauenstein, 1985) 

3.3 Summary of Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework is divided into two parts. The first part involves the strategic 

planning process, vision, mission and value as well as SWOT. These areas were 

identified as important theoretical framework in order to understand the first sub 

purpose, understanding the current strategic planning process in Japanese companies. 

The first part showed that the strategic planning process usually consists of different 

steps. Here the literature tells us that there are in fact many different steps that can be 

used in the strategic planning process. However, some parts are more reoccurring than 

others, such as analysis, development, implementation and control. Therefore, these 

steps have been in focus when conducting the interviews with respondents. Vision, 

mission and values, as well as SWOT analysis, can be related to analysis and 

development. These subjects give the reader more insight into how a company can 

guide the strategic planning process (through vision, mission and value) as well as 

enable the company to understand the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
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that they face and therefore help them  in their strategic plan. These parts are essential to 

give the reader background to theories concerning the strategic planning process.  

 

The second part gives an introduction to Japanese business culture, Ringiseido 

Hofstede’s culture dimensions and strategic planning in Japan. Through these, a 

theoretical framework is presented that will enable the thesis to fulfil the second sub 

purpose of understanding if Japanese culture influences the strategic planning process 

and if so, in what way.  The second part showed that consensus is important in the 

Japanese business culture and that certain specific Japanese processes, such as 

ringiseido, still exist in today’s businesses and are an important factor that could 

potentially influence the strategic planning process in Japanese companies. According 

to Hofstede, Japan is a country with very high masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and 

long term orientation. These factors are also important to consider in relation to the 

strategic planning process. 

 

Separate these parts give two different views, one on strategic planning and the other on 

Japanese culture. Together they provide the possibility to better understand the strategic 

planning process in Japan as well as the influence culture might have on this process.   
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4. Practical Methodology 

 
 
In this chapter the reader will be introduced to how the research was conducted. It will 

provide the research method and strategy what interview method was chosen and 

discuss the issue of access to respondents. In addition it will also describe the 

respondents and how the interviews where performed. Lastly the how the primary data 

and how it was processed will be described as well as criticized.   

 

The chapter aims at giving the reader an understanding on how the primary data was 

collected and to show how the process was performed.  
 
 

4.1 Research method and strategy 

 

This thesis is conducted as an exploratory research since it aims for deeper 

understanding on the subject at hand. According to Ruane, this type of research aims at 

helping us to understand and to get insight into a specific topic (Ruane, 2005, p. 12). 

Exploratory research is commonly seen as descriptive rather than theoretical and almost 

exclusively qualitative research is viewed as the only research strategy for this sort of 

study (Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004, p. 7). An exploratory study is also said to 

be more flexible unlike a descriptive research that is more rigid in its working process 

(Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004, p. 122). For this reason also, the exploratory 

research better suits my thesis and the eventual outcome from my empirical findings.     

 

Within qualitative research, words rather than quantity of data are emphasized. Also, 

this research strategy provides a more detailed and in-depth empirical finding than when 

using quantitative research. Another important consideration is that unlike quantitative 

approach, a qualitative approach is more flexible and the research study therefore has 

the possibility of being adjusted to a certain extent by the researcher. (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, p. 418-426)  

 

Since the thesis is of exploratory nature and I have the position of interpretivism and my 

views are consistent with constructionism, qualitative research will be used to gather 

primary data. This is in line with Bryman and Bell even though they also state that when 

using qualitative research an inductive approach is most common (Bryman and Bell, 

2005, p. 402). Still, I argue that using qualitative research strategy is better in order to 

meet the purpose of this thesis. I am not after the hard fact that quantitative research 

might offer, but instead, I aim towards a deeper understanding of the strategic planning 

process and I believe this matter will benefit from the use of interviews, rather than 

surveys.    

4.2 Semi-structured interviews 

 

An interview is not an ordinary conversation but rather a conversation that has a 

purpose and where the researcher sets an agenda over what should be addressed (Ruane, 

2005, p. 149). When deciding the outline for the interviews, I saw it as important to be 

flexible and allow for the respondent to more freely express themselves, but at the same 
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time all of the questions should revolve around the same issues in order to make it 

possible to analyze. From this I decided to use a semi-structured interview guide.  

 

When using a semi-structured interview, the researcher often has a list of questions that 

relates to certain topics that should be addressed; this list is referred to as an interview 

guide (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 474). Unlike a structured interview schedule, an 

interview guide allows for the respondent to be able to have a deeper impact on the 

content of the interview (Ruane, 2005, p. 149). Since an interview guide allows for 

follow-up questions it is also more flexible (Dane, 1990, p. 129). This is important 

because it could potentially lead to empirical finding with more in-depth knowledge and 

thereby possibly provide a more accurate view on each topic. On top of this, it is also 

said to be more common to use an unstructured interview guide when the research is of 

exploratory nature (Ruane, 2005, p. 149).  Since the purpose of the study is to get a 

deeper understanding and is of exploratory nature, I felt that a semi-structured interview 

would better enable me to receive a deeper knowledge and thereby provide a more 

result for me to be able to answer my research questions. 

4.3 Access  

 

Access to respondents is highly important when performing both quantitative and 

qualitative research. Before starting on this journey to find respondents, I was aware 

that there might be problems to get in contact with the right people. But I had high 

hopes that people would be willing to participate in my research. Unfortunately, I have 

had enormous problems getting access to respondents that would be willing to 

participate in my study. My initial plan to interview at least two different “New Japan” 

companies within the same field of industry turned out to be harder than I initially 

anticipated.  

 

Getting in contact with a company was my first problem; my second problem was to 

persuade them to talk about strategy that for some were seen as too confidential to 

discuss. When trying to get around these issues I tried to use contacts through people I 

know in Japan and I highly emphasised that it was of course possible to be anonymous.  

 

One of the respondents I got access to through emailing their website (See Appendix 2). 

The other four were all arranged through personal contacts I have meet in Japan. My 

experience is that when trying to access a person within such a high position in a 

company, personal contact is essential, especially in Japan.  

 

Concerning access to respondents I have mostly had help from my contacts at Growth 

Analysis office in Tokyo. Although this might cause some bias in the selection of 

respondents, it has still been up to me to chose whether or not the person seems to be 

suitable as a respondents and there has even been two interviews done (through the help 

of my contacts at Growth Analysis) who turned out not to be suitable for the thesis 

because they lacked knowledge and the right background and was therefore excluded. I 

do not believe that Growth Analysis had any hidden agenda in this process, and I am 

therefore certain that this has not affected the outcome of the thesis.  

 

It is important to highlight that four of my interviews took place only a couple of weeks 

after the big earthquake, tsunami and nuclear crisis that hit Japan in March 2011. This 

of course also did affect my possibilities to get in contact with the right people since it 
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was not “business as usual” in Japan after such a huge and devastating catastrophe. This 

also delayed my thesis and the forth interview was not conducted until January 2012.   

 

I believe the lack of access has had a negative impact on my thesis. Not only because 

the small number of respondents I have gotten in contact with, but also because it has 

forced me to have to re-evaluate my original idea and  try to better adapt it to the current 

situation.  This issue has affected the choice of research method and strategy because if 

there would not have been any issue with access, the research could also have been 

made in a quantitative manner. However, given the current situation, that was not an 

option. 

4.4 Selection of respondents 

 

I decided to divide the respondents into two different categories. The first category 

consists of respondents who has worked within a Japanese company for their entire life 

and has been, or is, involved in the field of corporate strategy and strategic planning. 

The interviews conducted with these respondents concerned how their respective 

company operated within the field of strategy, in particular the field of strategic 

planning. I assumed that this first category were suppose to give a more Japanese view 

of strategy and strategic planning since they had only worked in a Japanese company 

and they had lived their entire life in Japan. Therefore, this category will be called: 

Japanese view 

 

The second category instead aimed towards having a wider view on these topics, both 

from a Japanese and international view. These respondents did not necessarily work 

within a Japanese company at the time, but if they did they also had to have worked 

abroad or at an international company in Japan. I assumed that if they had this 

experience they would be able to provide a broader view and be able to compare how 

they see strategy and strategic planning in Japan versus what they had seen in other 

international companies. However, they had to have an understanding of Japanese 

companies from working in Japan or with Japan for at least 10 years. Therefore this 

category will be called: International view. 

 

Through these two different categories I aimed at fulfilling part of the purpose as well 

as providing additional information to be able to answer my research question. As I 

previously mentioned in chapter 3.3, the second part of the theoretical framework 

concerns the understanding of Japanese business culture and this is closely linked to my 

decision to divide the respondents into categories with different perspectives. It was my 

belief that in order to grasp the issue of strategic planning in Japanese companies it was 

necessary that the respondents both had a Japanese view and an international view. 

 

Because of the delicate matter of strategy, most of my respondents have chosen to be 

completely anonymous and therefore I will not make any description of them into detail. 

However, I can say that four of my respondents are originally from Japan and they are 

all knowledgeable within the field of strategic planning. The fifth person is Swedish and 

has worked in Japan for over 25 years. Two of the persons interviewed currently work 

within the strategic planning division at their company and the other three respondents 

has worked with this topic earlier. Further discussion concerning their background will 

be made in the empirical findings.  
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4.5 Construction of the interview guide 

 

As previously mentioned in 3.3, the theoretical framework is divided into two parts, one 

concerning the strategic planning process and one Japanese business culture. The 

questions in the interview guide are based on these two parts of the theoretical 

framework and aim towards answering my research questions as well as the purpose of 

the thesis. I used two different interview guides. One that was more aimed towards the 

specific company that the person worked with and one that was aimed more against 

receiving a wider view of different Japanese companies. However, most of the questions 

are similar except from a different point of view. The first interview guide was used 

with the Japanese view category and the second one for the international view. The 

interview guides can be found in Appendix 3 and 4. The questions have been divided 

into four topics: introductory, view on strategy, process of strategic planning and 

implementation of strategic plan. 

 

The first part provides a background of the respondent. This part is mostly for me to get 

a better view of the person, whether or not he/she is suitable as a respondent as well as 

to provide a broader background to better understand how the person suits the thesis. As 

discussed earlier, since the respondents wish to be anonymous, the answers to these 

questions will not be explained in detail, but rather just give a very brief insight to who 

the respondent is.  

 

The second part of the interview guide concerns the view on strategy. This part is 

supposed to provide a background on the view of strategy that the company or the 

consultant has. Base on the theoretical framework, I decided to ask questions regarding 

strategic planning in Japanese companies and whether or not vision, mission and values 

can be found. I chose these questions mostly to get a feeling of how the respondent 

thinks about the topic and to use as a passage towards the next part of the interview.  

 

The third part of the interview concerns the process of strategic planning. This is of 

course the main part of the interview together with the forth part, implementation of 

strategic plan. In these parts of the interview guide, the questions are suppose to provide 

the answer to the entire process of the strategic planning as well as give personal 

reflections on the issue. Questions regarding how the strategic planning process looks 

like as well as if SWOT is used were posed in order to get a better understanding on the 

respondents’ views and knowledge on the subject. Based on the theoretical framework, 

I also decided to focus on the area of decision making since it seemed to be an 

important issue for specifically Japanese culture. 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

 

When performing a qualitative research, the issue of ethics is of high importance 

(Marchan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004, p. 519). In order to perform an ethical research I 

have looked into some of the importance aspects of this issue. According to Remenyi, 

there are three main areas that need to be considered when doing business and 

management research: 

 

 Evidence collection 

 Processing the evidence 
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 Use of findings 

 

(Remenyi, 1998, p. 110) 

 

First of all, in the collection of evidence, the research needs to show openness with the 

informants. Meaning that there are no hidden agenda, explanation to why the evidence 

is required, what it will be used for, connections with organizations or other individuals 

should be declared, anonymity is provided if necessary and the evidence should not be 

collected from informants under duress. It is also important that the researcher does not 

misinterpret the evidence obtained and therefore it is favourable to offer the transcripts 

to the informants to establish whether or not the information was accurate. (Remenyi, 

1998, p. 111) 

 

I have followed these guidelines throughout the process. In the initial email sent out I 

explained what the thesis concerned, who I was and my connection to the organization 

Growth Analysis in Tokyo (See Appendix 2). In this email I also ensured that the 

interviewee could be anonymous if they so wished. Concerning whether or not the 

interviewee was forced to participate I cannot be sure. However, I do find it unlikely. 

 

Concerning the second area of ethical considerations, processing of evidence, I have 

tried to remain as objective as possible and avoid personal bias. However, this part is 

more complex compared to quantitative data gathering, since the material is more 

subjective. It is important that the findings are not presented in a way that will support 

my personal opinion, even though this is hard to accomplish. (Remenyi, 1998, p. 111-

112) 

 

Concerning the third aspect, the use of findings, it is first of all important to note that 

according to Swedish law, this thesis will become a public record. Since the third area 

of ethical consideration concerns whether or not the research will be made public after 

completion, I can immediately say that this is the case. Therefore, it is also very 

important that my respondents have the ability to be anonymous since otherwise anyone 

could find the thesis and read their answers. 

4.7 Description of the interviews 

 

All of my respondents had a very busy schedule and therefore my interviews were 

scattered in time and place. Two of the interviews were held in the conference room at 

Growth Analysis office in the Swedish Embassy. One was held at the office of an 

interpreter one at a restaurant and the last one over telephone. 

 

Finding somewhere to conduct interviews for qualitative research is said to be on the 

most difficult tasks (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 481). This was also an issue for me in 

my research. Two of the interviews were held in a conference room and one at an 

interpreter’s office. These interviews all had a very relaxed and open atmosphere. The 

fourth one that was held in a restaurant also had the same kind of feeling even though 

there were people around. Still it would probably have been better to have this interview 

in a conference room. To have an interview at a restaurant is not from my point of view 

beneficial because it might cause distractions. However, this was the only time and 

place that the respondent was available for meeting. Even though the possibility of 

distractions are present, I also believe that a person can be more relaxed when sitting 
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down in a restaurant and my feeling was that the respondent did talk openly and seemed 

to be comfortable and therefore, the environment did not affect the interview in a 

negative way.  

 

Unlike the other four, the fifth interview was conducted over telephone. Something I do 

not find to be beneficial since one is not possible to see the other person and does not 

get the same impression of this person. Bryman and Bell also mentions this by saying 

that when using telephone interviews it will not be possible for the interviewer to react 

to the respondents’ body language and facial expressions, which might lead to 

misunderstandings (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 216). However, since I had met this 

person before, I already had an impression and also the interview was held in Swedish 

(and partly in English) which makes it easier to avoid misunderstandings. 

 

All of the interviews began with a small introduction of me as well as the research at 

hand, to give the respondents a better understanding and to make them feel more secure 

and relaxed. All of the interviews were recorded with the approval of the respondents. 

Sometimes it would be hard to hear what the respondents said in the recording and 

therefore I also took notes throughout the entire interview to be able to compare with 

later to be sure that the respondents were not misinterpreted.  

 

Since this thesis concerns Japanese companies, four out of five respondents where 

native speaking Japanese (one of the respondents was Swedish speaking). However, 

since I do not speak fluently Japanese, three of these interviews were held in English, 

while one was done with an interpreter translating to English. Further discussion on the 

impact of language is done in 4.9 Criticism of primary sources. 

 

Respondent A and B belong to the first category, Japanese View, while Respondent X, 

Y and Z belong to the second category, International View.  

 

Table 1 Overview of Interviews 

Respondent Date Time Place Language 

Respondent A 19/5 11.00-

12.00 

Office of interpreter Interpreter 

Respondent B 14/5 15.30-

16.30 

Restaurant English 

Respondent X 16/5 11.00-

12.00 

Conference room  English 

Respondent Y 23/5 18.30-

19.30 

Conference room English 

Respondent Z 16/1 2012 18.00-

19.00 

Telephone English/Swedish 

4.8 Processing of interview material 

 

First of all the interviews were recorded with a voice recorder and afterwards it was 

transcribed. I also took notes during the interview as a support to the recordings and 

some of the respondents’ answers could not be heard through the recorder. For example 

if they drew something on a piece of paper, pointed to something or used body language. 
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After transcribing, the interview material was analyzed across the two different 

categories to see if there was any difference between the two. In addition to this I first 

did an analysis of the respondents and what kind of view they seemed to have 

throughout the interviews. Later an analysis with the theoretical framework was done, 

dividing the section into three different parts: view on strategy, process of strategic 

planning and finally implementation of strategic planning.  

 

I also selected a few quotations from the respondents both to show certain parts that I 

felt was important, as well as giving the reader an understanding of the respondent from 

their way of talking.  This could of course mean that I am in one way influencing the 

reader to put more emphasize on these quotations over the rest of the text, but I still find 

it important to portray the respondents and their words, so the reader can make their 

own judgement and interpretation. 

4.9 Criticism of primary sources 

 

My primary source for this thesis consists of interviews with five different respondents. 

It is my belief that even though this might seem to be a small amount of respondents, it 

still gives an insight into the strategic planning process in Japan.  

 

Throughout the interviews there was also an issue of language barriers. Neither me, nor 

the respondents has English as our mother tongue. However, one of the respondents did 

have Swedish as their mother tongue (like me) which made it easier to be sure that no 

misunderstanding occurred. We would discuss the questions in Swedish as well as 

English to be sure that we understood and used the same wording, especially since this 

thesis is written in English, I found this to be of importance because I can then be sure 

that the words the respondents used, will not be wrongly translated.  

 

Three of the respondents had a high level of English skills and one of the interviews 

was done with an interpreter. In order to avoid misunderstandings based on language 

issues, I often asked follow up questions and repeated the answer so that they would 

know how I have understood what they have said.  

 

When using an interpreter, the respondent had a good understanding of English, but did 

not speak it fluently. The interpreter made sure to understand what the respondent said 

before translating it to me. There was also an assistant interpreter present to make sure 

that no mistakes were made and I therefore feel that even though there is a chance that 

some distortion could have taken place, I feel that it does not cause high implications 

for my findings.  
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5. Empirical Findings  

 
 
 

In this chapter the empirical findings from the interviews will be presented. The chapter 

is divided into two separate parts, one for each category of respondents. Within each 

part the respondents’ answers will be presented according to the headings from the 

interview guide and also a short introduction to the respondents will be given.  

The purpose is to provide the reader with the findings from the research that will later 

be used in the analysis. As well as give the reader a perception of the respondents. 
 

5.1 Japanese View 

 

Respondent A belongs to the management planning division who are responsible for 

stipulating medium term management plan and growth strategies. The division is 

divided into three sub-divisions; control section, quantitative management section and 

investor relation public services division. The respondent is responsible for the investor 

relations and the management committee. The respondent’s background in the company 

constitutes of working within public relations, accounting, finance and administration. 

The company is of large size with over 600 employees and operates within the retail 

industry and it has started to slowly expand into the global market, but most of their 

business is still domestic. This company can be found on Schaede’s list of the new top 

50 companies in Japan (Schaede, 2011). 

 

Respondent B previously worked for the Corporate Planning division and has recently 

been relocated within the company to another position higher up in the hierarchy. The 

company operates within the field of telecommunications and is a well known Japanese 

company with several thousand employees and only operates in Japan. This company 

cannot be found on Schaede’s list of the new top 50 companies in Japan (Schaede, 

2011). 

5.1.1View on strategy 

Respondent A believes that strategic planning and strategic thinking is well used within 

the company. The company has a corporate slogan that the respondent also refers to as 

their vision. The company’s medium term strategic goal is always based on this 

corporate slogan and even though the strategies pursued by the company might be 

affected by the present time or the environment, the vision does not change because it is 

always fixed. The company also have mission statements, even though they are more 

commonly referred to basic philosophy and management philosophy. 

 

Respondent B is compared to respondent A more critical towards the strategic planning 

and management within the company. Yes, it does exist. However, it is not as useful as 

it could be. The respondent highlights that corporate planning can be very influential in 

different companies, but not at the type of organization the respondent works for. Even 

though the respondent feels that the strategic planning is not as clear as it might be, the 

company has vision, mission and core values.  



 

31 

 

5.1.2 Process of strategic planning 

Respondent A explained that there are several steps to determining new strategies. 

Usually the process starts through an idea being put forward concerning strategies. For 

any idea a prototype project will be made which includes an analysis of both the 

external and internal factors that might affect the project. When discussing the external 

and internal factors, the respondent highlights that for example, their internal factor 

might be both their strength and weakness at the same time and it is therefore important 

to analyze before deciding upon a certain outcome. Respondent A states that the 

organization has learned that it is best to use SWOT analysis when deciding upon 

something. All of the information that is gathered is then included in the project and 

presented to the management committee. Based on the plan, each division then makes it 

more concrete in terms of figures or quantitative targets.  

 

The committee is constituted of 20 members from different areas of the company. It 

includes directors and area managers from different sections as well as managers from 

human resources and finance. This committee holds a meeting at least once a month, 

sometimes more. Even thought the company uses the bottom-up model, where the 

thoughts and considerations of people, other than those in the committee is considered, 

the final decision and responsibility still lies with the CEO. Respondent A says that in 

order to have a bottom-up model, directors and members of the management committee 

have discussions with the employees as well as with investment banks and investors. 

This is done in order to give feedback to the management committee. New strategies are 

stipulated each year in form of a three year plan. Respondent A explains by saying that: 

 

“Some companies stipulate their strategic plan every three years. But we don’t do it. 

Because of the global situation has changed drastically…The main stream or trend 

doesn’t change all the sudden but we always need adjustment”.  

 

Respondent A explains that the fiscal year start from the 21
st
 of February, which means 

that the strategy for the next year is decided in December. The new strategy is then 

announced in January. This means that in January the new target figures, and how to 

achieve these figures, is already known before the new fiscal year begins. As a result, 

the employees know straight away what needs to be done and they can start to act to 

achieve the new strategy.  

 

When discussing what factors that might affect, as an external factor, respondent A 

emphasize the importance of government influence on strategy within the company. For 

example the reason for the company’s growth strategy, and its reason to exist, stems 

from the Japanese national strategy formed after the Second World War. This strategy 

promoted the growth of the economy in Japan and as a consequence Japan also 

experienced a baby boom generation which later grew up to become a generation with 

high consumer power. Therefore respondent A’s company’s growth strategy was in the 

beginning to aim towards this generation and that is part of their success because at that 

time, no other company was targeting this particular market. 

 

Respondent B explained that the company has a core corporate planning division. The 

purpose of this group is to provide a sense of direction and to achieve consensus 

between different divisions. However, in the beginning of the process, this core group is 

expanded to include young employees from different divisions. These employees are 

supposed to provide a sort of brainstorming and visionary planning for the company. 
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After completing the process, they leave the group and the core corporate planning 

division takes the input from the process and completes it by forming a proposal to the 

board. Respondent B explains that SWOT is not so common to use when deciding 

strategies. Of course it is sometimes used especially in planning, and the company does 

consider external and internal affects, but the respondent highlighted more the use of 

marketing tools within the company, rather than tools such as SWOT analysis.   

 

Decisions concerning what strategies to pursue are then decided by the board and CEO 

at the company. The respondent explained that the company emphasize the importance 

of consensus and makes a comparison to other competing telecom companies that might 

instead have a very strong CEO that makes his or her own decisions. One CEO in 

particular is known to use Twitter to convey his plans to the employees, a sort of 

“Management by Twitter”, where employees follow his Twitter account every day, all 

the time, to keep in touch with the latest information. The respondent continued by 

saying that of course, consensus within a large organisation is not always easy to find. 

Also, if there are matters that could be handled by multiple divisions there could be 

problems. Therefore nemawashi is used to a certain extent in order to make the process 

run smoother.  

 

The outcome from this process takes form as a 20 page document or PowerPoint and 

does not include strict to actual calculations but rather works as a kind of picture that 

should be pursued in the future. The company has one year budget and master plan as 

well as a three year midterm plan. It used to be five or six years, but it is not useful 

anymore since the telecom industry is moving too fast.  

 

The respondent said that the corporate planning division do not handle emergency plans 

(for example the introduction of iPhone to the Japanese market). Instead this is done by 

the division that is affected by the external shock. This is possible when a smooth 

implementation can be made. However, if they need to negotiate, or adjust their strategy 

between or amongst several divisions it does become harder. Before each division’s 

strategy used to be independently operated, nowadays the respondent says that the 

divisions care for the other sections interest and that it is well coordinated for the 

moment.  

 

Respondent B also explained that the strategic planning in the company is affected by 

external factors such as strategies imposed by the government. For example, the 

Japanese government has decided that there is to be 100% coverage of optical fibres in 

Japan by the year 2015. Therefore, companies within the telecom industry need to act 

accordingly to fulfil such promises and this need to be taken into consideration when 

planning strategies for the years to come.  

 

In order to make it easier for the reader to get an outline of the strategic planning 

process, I have included an Appendix (see Appendix 5) showing an overview of the 

respondents’ answers. 

5.1.3 Implementation of strategic planning 

Regarding the implementation of the strategic plan, Respondent A highlights that the 

fact that they stipulate a new strategic three year plan every year, does provide some 

control into whether or not the goals are meet and if they are in line with the current 

situation in the market. Besides this, they also have continuous meetings with the 
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committee, when it does not act as a decision body, but rather discuss up to date 

information and share information about the current situation. The company also have 

an independent internal control division which oversees the business as a whole. The 

company also holds explanatory meetings every three months with investors to explain 

progress on the medium term management plan to see in terms of precision, what their 

medium term strategy is actually doing in line with the plan, compared to what the past 

has shown.  

 

Respondent B did not give a clear view of how the implementation is handled in the 

company except to indicate that there seemed to be a lack of it. The respondent said that 

usually when it comes to strategies for the company the CEO knows what it is that he or 

she wants and this message needs to be communicated to the employees and to get 

everyone on the same page. This should be done by the corporate planning group. 

However, in order to make sure that it is feasible the corporate planning group need to 

consider both what the CEO’s intentions as well as the employees. A compromise of 

some sort needs to be made. That is the reason why the corporate planning group 

include young workers within their group for a period of time. Since these are the line 

people who are suppose to implement the strategies developed, it is then important to 

include them in the process, to ease the implementation process. However, the 

respondent highlighted that:  

 

“In general they say they can follow up on the CEO’s intention. Strategy. In the actual 

implementation process, it is not so simple to implement.”  

5.2 International View 

 

Respondent X has changed job and industry several times through the career and has 

worked with industries such as banking and pharmaceuticals. The respondent has 

worked abroad and with international companies and is currently working as a 

consultant in a Japanese company founded by the respondent.  

 

Respondent Y has worked several years in the same Japanese multinational company 

and has moved around in different departments as well as countries. At the moment the 

respondent works for the corporate planning division in Japan at a large and well-known 

company operating in the field of electronics. 

 

Respondent Z has lived and worked over 20 years in Japan where the respondent has 

mostly focused on export and development of new companies or organizations in a 

transitional phase as well as been stationed as a diplomat at the Swedish Embassy. 

Currently the respondent works for a well-known Japanese trading company as Board 

of Director for one of the subsidiaries.  

5.2.1 View on strategy 

Respondent X believes that strategic planning is common within Japanese companies. 

Although the respondent does question whether or not it is meaningful for the company. 

A strategic plan usually stretches 3-5 years and is a mix of a plan and project scheme. 

Also, it might not be called strategic planning, but rather corporate planning. Continuing, 

the respondent thinks that most companies try to import the ideas of vision and mission 

from the US. These days, many companies are viewing the American corporate 
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governance concept as a kind of goal to have. However, the respondent is not sure if the 

companies really can clearly identify what they really mean. The respondent says that: 

 

“In Japanese cases I honestly doubt whether they are taken that seriously. They are 

prepared to show their vision and mission. But it is not the real thing. For some 

companies probably do. But in most cases…”  

 

Corporate values on the other hand, are seen by the respondent to be something that the 

company have to comply with. The respondent says that:  

 

“Panasonic for example they have corporate values. From their founder. Company 

must stick to. They have some sort of close tight values which is the real thing. But when 

you talk about the companies like, newer companies, or mostly grown after Second 

World War, they don’t have that kind of thing. Cause they do not have a creative 

founder. So it is gone.” 

 

Respondent Y said that since strategic planning is very wide, it is difficult to pinpoint 

an exact number on a scale from 10 to 100 that would reflect to what extent Japanese 

companies use it. However, according to the respondent, Japanese companies do spend 

a lot of time on the corporate level discussing general overview strategy of the company. 

The respondent guessed that approximately 15-20% of top management time is spent 

dealing with corporate strategy issues as well as business initiatives.  

 

The respondent compared with the older generation, where the respondent believed that 

a lot of effort was done through the actual working force. Of course there was strategy 

to grow the business but since the environment has become more global in nature and 

competitors are not just domestic, there is a need for a very solid strategy nowadays in 

order to be able to succeed. The respondent also believed that more companies are 

putting emphasis on disclosing what they corporate strategy is to their stakeholders as 

well as to their internal employees and trying to disseminate and trying to make sure 

that everybody is on equal ground and understands what the strategy is and move 

towards the same direction: 

 

“It‘s a must. I think it’s a historical and it’s an evolutionary must.” 

 

When discussing vision, mission and corporate values, the respondent thought that since 

we are in a global environment and all companies have their own indigenous resources, 

they have their own businesses, products and they have their own organisation and their 

policy. However, the respondent felt that Japanese companies have come to realize that 

just the resource in itself is not good enough and you have to have a guiding vision or 

goal or objective in order to be able to pursue ones strategy. According to the 

respondent the combination of resources, businesses, organisation, system and policy 

together with vision, goal and objective is what leads to competitive advantage. So the 

stronger vision goal or objective you have or the more cohesive resources in the 

organisation stick together then you are able to implement a competitive corporate 

strategy.   

 

Respondent Z said that even though it might take another form in Japan compared to 

other western countries. Strategy and strategic planning does exist and is important for 

the Japanese company. The difference might be that sometimes the Japanese 
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organization is not as sophisticated, structured or uses the same terminology as a 

western counterpart. Still as a tool, whatever it might be called, strategic planning is a 

very important part. While the different methods and terminology is mainly western it 

can be named and performed slightly different in Japan. Here the respondent also 

wanted to highlight that whether or not the company was Japanese was not relevant 

when it comes to large international companies. These days, many of the global 

multinational companies originating from Japan tend to be just like all of the other 

global multination companies, especially since they often have western investors or 

partners.  

 

Concerning the existence of vision, mission and core values the respondent said that 

these concepts are clear and important to the Japanese organization. It is common in 

traditional Japanese company to have vision and it if often decided by the owner or 

founder of the company and seen as important. While measurable goals and 

implementation of such is performed as a bottom-up style, vision and mission is almost 

exclusively decided by the top management. The respondent continued by stating that 

back in the 1990s some Japanese companies had defined vision for 2000 that could 

include goals of turnover that was specified down to the last decimal and almost 

impossible to reach.  

 

“Japanese people decides a goal, a vision and that is where you should strive to be. 

Then you don’t have to reach that goal and it is okay but they show what direction to go 

to. There is therefore a gap between vision and success. If 75% is reached, that is fine” 

 

The respondent said that core values, though a western expression, is something that the 

Japanese worker has very strongly in his backbone. Especially since traditionally, a 

Japanese employee normally stays with the same company for a long time and therefore 

the core values are ingrained in the employee throughout time. Although the Japanese 

company might not be as good as formulating and expressing this in different methods, 

it still exists as an important part of management. 

5.2.2 Process of strategic planning 

Respondent X felt that when it comes to how the strategic planning process looks, that 

it depends in most cases. However, the respondent does give a general overview. 

Usually there is a board, consisting mostly of internal people. Besides large 

international companies, such as Sony and Toshiba, the board of a Japanese company 

usually do not bring in foreign members. This board is the top level of the decision 

making and they are the ones that will discuss the goal of the company for the next three 

years. Mostly they will focus on some key focus areas that they believe the company 

should invest, or divest in. Once these decisions are taken, it will be brought down to 

the next levels, which are division managers. 

 

The respondent continued by explaining that in Japan, the CEO is usually also the 

President of the company. The staff of the President usually has responsibility for the 

corporate strategy. This group works together with board to clarify the new strategies 

and is usually a small group that is made up of one person that is an expert in the area 

and his or her staff. The respondent said that once a decision had been made by the 

board the division managers will inform what needs to be done and gather a task force 

to put it all together. After the core and main strategy is set up then the implementation 

project plan will be disseminated to the board and everyone will start working to make 
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it into a real plan. Each division will look at this plan and give feedback and after this, 

the corporate planning staff will put everything together and present it to the President 

of the company. During this process, when the final draft is prepared, the head of the 

corporate planning, who is the advisor of the president, will visit each one of the board 

members before the meeting and explain the reason behind the final draft and then each 

person will be asked to approve the final draft in advance. So there will be no surprise 

in the board meeting. This process is often referred to as Nemawashi. When the final 

draft is proposed to the president and he or she agrees, the plan will be proposed to the 

board and the board will approve or disapprove.   

 

The respondent says that it is usually not the president himself or herself that come up 

with a new strategy. The goal will ultimately be decided by the board. Most key people 

will be involved in this process so that it will become more of a consensus plan. 

However, the respondent explains that it is of course possible that the board will not 

approve of this plan, and then they most start over again. This cycle might be a three-six 

months process.  The respondent says that:  

 

“By the time the plan is completed half of the first year has passed. And then something 

like this the big earthquake happened and they have to work all over again. But because 

it is there everybody say. Maybe we have to change this maybe we have to change the 

priority for example or maybe action plan needs to be different. The process is already 

started it is not so hard to adjust the plan to really work”.  

 

When discussing the bottom-up model, the respondent said that that kind of consensus 

is more or less unique in Japan. The respondent emphasised that it could maybe depend 

on the company, whether or not they employed the bottom-up model. As an example, 

the respondent talked about IT companies, saying that according to the respondent, they 

seemed to be using a more top-down model and maybe they did not even need to have a 

strategic plan. Compared to other companies and in particular companies that are 

composed of different divisions, where more factors needs to be considered. The 

respondent felt that these kind of companies need to have a strategic plan, especially 

when it came to resource allocation and goals that the company has. The respondent 

uses an example from Toshiba and the recent Tohoku earthquake and tsunami in Japan 

(2011) to explain the importance of strategic planning in companies with many 

divisions: 

 

“Like Toshiba’s case. They have three important lines. Power generation, atomic power 

and consumer electronics. And they have chosen to focus on atomic power as one of 

their key growth factor for the company… But this change, this incident or accident if 

you call, has impacted Toshiba quite a bit so they have to review it…In that case I think 

that corporate planning is very important, strategic plan is very important. IT 

companies do not have such things. Smartphones maybe made impact but you know it is 

just an extension of communication and the computer”.  

 

When discussing analytical tools, the respondent did not consider SWOT analysis to be 

used on a frequent level in Japanese companies. Maybe a similar concept, but the term 

SWOT does not exist in the same extent. The respondent felt that when it came to 

corporate planning, it is more an internal plan and is not as often used to analyze 

external factors. It is not a plan of how to adjust the company to the external world, 

rather it involves in what direction the company want to go in the future. However, the 
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respondent also said that this is changing. Since Japanese companies are now moving 

outside of the domestic market, that has long been sufficient enough to led companies to 

growth, they are now looking more and more towards foreign markets since the 

domestic market is smaller and shrinking. China used to be supply source where the 

labour was cheap, now it is instead the target market for Japanese companies. These 

days, it is mostly about survival for Japanese companies. More than 15-20 years ago, 

the goal was to grow. If the competitor grows by 30%, then your company had to grow 

35%. However, the respondent says that these last 15-20 years, the goal is to survive 

and then grow.  

 

Respondent Y believed that the strategic planning process is very particular among 

industry. However, when focusing on one, for example the electronics industry, one can 

say that the first step is to have a clear corporate vision, which is based on vision, goal 

and objective. Who does the company want to be, how can they contribute to the 

community on a corporate social responsibility standpoint and what exactly does the 

company want to achieve? These have to be very clear cut otherwise the rest will not 

follow. Building on that corporate vision there is a need to have a very solid and simple 

strategy that can be conveyed to the employees internally and also to the stakeholders. 

These are according to the respondent the first two steps in the process of strategic 

planning. After this, the company needs to formulate a growth strategy because it is all 

about growth. The respondent emphasised the importance of different strategies by 

explaining:  

 

“There’s only limited amount of market and the growth is predominantly in the 

emerging economies like China, Brazil, Russia, India and the new Asian economies. 

And to tackle these growth markets you have to have a strong marketing strategy. You 

have to have a very good feel for technical strategy. What strength do you want to 

parlay in the field of technical issues? You have to have a very solid financial strategy 

because it’s a long fight and then you also have to have a very region specific strategy 

for China, India for Asia, South East Asia because the market is very difficult.”  

 

Once you have these different growth strategies in place on a corporate level the 

respondent believed that this will be translated into what would happen if you do it on a 

divisional level or a business unit level. The question is: How do you achieve these 

targets? So each business unit or division would be responsible for formulating their 

own growth strategy.  

 

When these steps are in place, it is time for policy deliberation procedure. According to 

the respondent, this takes place maybe once a year before the fiscal year and the 

company will deliberate and discuss the issues of: what, why, how, risk and return. Also, 

the respondent said that it is becoming more important to have an emphasis on 

competitive and environmental analysis. Once this discussion is finished, the company 

needs to determine how to allocate their resources and how to dictate their policy in the 

company. This concerns everything from organisational policy (what kind of 

organisation you want) to how do you want to implement your human resource policy 

and how to allocate your talented people.  Operational business procedure policy and 

financial policy are all issues that need to be determined. Once the company has these 

issues determined, you have the actual implementation but that is not enough, and 

maybe once every half year the company needs to come back and reassess the result. 

Whether or not the targets were met and were the strategy really right from the 
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beginning? If it is not working, the company makes some rearrangements, otherwise go 

ahead. It is a sort of PDCA cycle (Plan, Do, Check, Action) that goes around. 

According to the respondent, the strategic planning process is done on an annual basis, 

and maybe a midterm plan is two-three years. 

 

The respondent believed that since Japanese companies are becoming more global and 

also their stakeholder, the rules and the way the game is played has to become closer to 

international standards. Therefore inevitably, the strategy and the way things are done 

become more aligned to the way that business is founded and run in the western 

hemisphere, or the international hemisphere. Therefore the respondent did believe that 

the process of strategic planning is somewhat similar to what one might see in western 

companies.  

 

According to the respondent, SWOT analysis is not always the only tool used by 

Japanese companies. There is usually a mixture of different things. Especially since 

some companies are so diverse, it is not possible to use just one methodology, but 

instead a mixture of many different methods. The respondent said that obviously 

Japanese companies do assess their internal strengths and weaknesses and what 

opportunities and threats there is from the external environment, but more emphasis is 

placed on global benchmarking these days.  

 

“Since the Japanese companies are no longer competing with their Japanese peers we 

have to face the western companies the US companies the Chinese companies the 

Korean companies and also the new emerging giants from India and Brazil… How do 

we position vis-à-vis our competitors?”  

 

According to the respondent, the most important issue when determining strategy is to 

determine how growth can be achieved and what kind of product you have to introduce 

to meet the demands of each market. Meaning that it is becoming more and more 

demand oriented. Next after growth the most important factor is where the profitability 

comes from.  

 

When discussing who makes the decisions, the respondent said that ideally there should 

be some kind of heated discussion and there should be a lot of  opinion both yes and no. 

The final decision is on the CEO or the company president, however, when the 

company is big this might not be the case. In order to make a proper decision for a 

diverse business more people than one needs to be involved. The most important aspect 

is how to make sure that all related management personnel are involved in this policy 

deliberation. So they are not shying away from making any comments. Instead 

participates in active comments and making sure that the deliberation is very alive so 

that everything has been contemplated when the final decision is made by the president 

or CEO. 

 

When discussing the issue of bottom-up and consensus within a company, the 

respondent felt that first of all one has to divide it into business strategy and corporate 

strategy. For corporate strategy the respondent thought that it is not bottom-up. Plans 

and proposals are made within the different departments, which is later on deliberated 

among management and the president makes the final decision. On a business unit level 

however, the respondent felt that it is similar in the sense that the unit or divisional 

people make the proposal, analyze the market and do the research which is later 
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discussed within division instead of at a corporate level. Therefore, proposals and ideas 

are made bottom-up, but decisions are rather top-down than bottom-up in many cases.  

The respondent felt that consensus building within Japanese companies these days does 

still exist, but takes and consumes a lot of effort and energy as well as time. Therefore 

more emphasis these days is placed on actual deliberation, actual discussion and actual 

decision making.  

 

“So obviously a lot of time and effort goes into you know making sure the surface is 

polished and the idea is solid and consensus is made beforehand but I think more 

emphasis is being placed on making quick decision because the market is very quick 

because the market is no longer domestic.” 

 

Respondent Z said that back in the 1980s, Japanese companies had more of a Japanese 

structure but since more and more Japanese companies have gone from domestic to 

international, they have started to implement western methods and management styles. 

However, they are often adapted and changed to better suit the Japanese organization. 

Concerning strategic planning process, even though the vision and mission is usually 

decided by the founder and top management, when it comes down to strategy in 

business units and different departments, these are often decided by the bottom up 

method. Meaning that everyone is allowed to participate and everybody should 

participate because otherwise it will be hard to implement the strategic plans you want 

to put into action.  

 

The respondent believed that the process is broken down into business units that are 

assigned to report back on what strategy they will use in other to reach their goal. 

Usually the budget is used to know what your strategic plan should be in order to reach 

it. Generally, a Japanese company might be sceptical towards quarterly reports, but they 

are very clear on what the fiscal year budget is. This is then used to be able to know 

what every department should do to implement it, what strategy should be used to reach 

the goal of the budget. Everyone needs to agree and the middle manager will report 

back to his manager who reports further up in the organization. The respondent wanted 

to emphasize that he felt there were two different strategic plans. One that is decided by 

the top management that covers the whole organization and one strategic planning 

process that aimed towards reaching those goals and this process was led by a bottom-

up model. Another important factor that needs to be highlighted is of course that this 

process does change depending on the size of the company, if it is 500 employees or 10.  

 

The respondent said that something Japanese companies are usually skilled at is to 

perform analysis of competition. They know everything about their competition. 

Organizations in Japan are usually very sensitive towards competition and ones you can 

see in the market outside Japan are those that have won in the domestic market. The 

employee is very keen to work towards having the best company in the market. This 

might come from the fact that an employee usually works for a long time with the same 

company and would never move between companies working in the same line of 

industry. If you are to change, you would probably change industry completely. 

Therefore, it is important for the workers to keep their own company up in the top, 

because they will not switch to another company that is winning in the market.  
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“Volvo had a car exhibition in Tokyo where workers from Toyota would crawl into the 

front of the car only to measure the exact distance in the ventilation to know exactly 

how far it was between the valves.” 

 

Japanese companies are very product oriented, more than marketing oriented. Their 

products are usually developed close to the market to get instant feedback on. Just as 

their product development is very hands on, the respondent also feels that the strategic 

planning is the same. Very much connected to reality and what needs to be done. 

 

The respondent continues by stating that the SWOT method has been used for many 

years in Japan. Although the respondent was not as certain it is still referred to as 

SWOT or called something else. However the concept is well-known.  

 

Decisions are taken by management, however, in order to take those decisions they need 

to know that their employees agree. If management makes a strategic plan that the 

employees are responsible to execute and it goes against what they want to do, they will 

not do it. This is known by management and goes back to old traditional work methods 

(ringisho) were everyone needs to approve and put their stamp/signature on every new 

idea and thought. 

The respondent thought that the strategic planning process is usually performed each 

year when the budget is revised. It could be used as a living document, but it would not 

be revised for smaller issues. It would then be more convenient to compensate for that 

mistake by changing for example sales or products.  

 

In order to make it easier for the reader I have included an Appendix (see Appendix 5) 

with an overview of the strategic planning process for the respondents.  

5.2.3 Implementation of strategic planning 

Respondent X said that the implementation plan and action program is part of the 

corporate planning. However, it is usually a more detailed plan than the corporate plan, 

that is to say, a plan of how the plan will be implemented and controlled. According to 

the respondent, everyone has to act according to plan and there is no deviation, or at 

least big deviation from the plan. Even so, the respondent says that the corporate plan is 

used as a living document. If there is a need for change, the plan will change, but 

probably the three year plan will remain the same. The change would instead be in the 

implementation plan, maybe through a change in short term tactical plan or action plan. 

According to the respondent, the plan is flexible and maybe the targets will change if 

there needs to be adjustments, depending on the factors that make it deviate from the 

original plan.  

 

In the end, the respondent discussed the issue of strategic plan and corporate plan. 

According to the respondent, they are not really the same thing. Corporate planning can 

be said to be where the company wants to be in three years and the strategic plan is part 

of it. How you reach your corporate plan that is the strategic plan. The respondent also 

added that he believed Japanese companies to be bad at planning. Especially in the 60-

70s when the focus was solemnly on how to grow 20-30% each year. Even the 

respondent highlights that there seems to be a change going on in the companies these 

days.  
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“It’s constantly changing these days. These days particularly. Most difficult job for 

them is to keep the employees happy. If they are 30 000 people. Can they still keep 

30 000 people for the next three years? Maybe not. Maybe yes. But they have to do 

something. That is most priority.” 

 

Respondent Y explained that no listed Japanese company can afford not to control their 

implementation by such things as a PDCA cycle because they are checked on a 

quarterly basis by their stakeholders. Implementation and of course quick 

implementation is vital in the process. One cannot make a plan and then pray that it 

happens. It needs to be implemented in an efficient way and to make sure that it is 

properly implemented, that is reaping the effects and achieving the targets that has been 

laid out during the planning process. Then coming back again and doing the cycle over 

again so it is not just a one way thing, it keeps going around and around.  

 

The respondent finishes by saying that he believes that in once upon a time, Japanese 

companies only used planning as a formality. It would be a very time consuming 

process and a lot of effort would go into it, but the single year budget and the midterm 

plan would not necessarily be related to it.  

 

“What I am trying to say is that now Japanese companies are, since we are listed, and 

being watched by stakeholders its becoming more and more important to show the 

stakeholders a very solid strategy to make sure that they understand that we are inline 

and constantly in sync with the strategy and that we are demonstrating the results that 

they are expecting and we have already manifested. “  

 

Respondent Z said that concerning implementation of the strategic plan it would 

probably not differ so much from western countries. However, there is a difference in 

the problem analysis. Many times, for Japanese organizations, it would be enough to 

say “I did my best”. One should not make too many changes in the plan, there is a 

budget and there is a goal. Strategy should be perceived as a pressure from above, that it 

is controlled and implemented. It should more be formulated as guidance and support 

for the different units. It builds on Japanese tradition that it is mostly not pressure from 

above but instead a process that everyone has been involved in and agreed upon.  
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6. Analysis 

 
 
 
In the beginning of this chapter an analysis of the respondents will be made, how they 

answered and if there was a difference between the different categories of respondents. 

After this there will be an analysis of the empirical findings in relation to the different 

topics discussed: 

 

- View on strategy 

- Process of strategic planning 

- Implementation of strategic planning 

 

The respondents will be analyzed with each other as well as analyzed using the 

scientific ground provided in Chapter 3, Theoretical framework.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with an analysis of the empirical 

findings that will later lead to the conclusions of the thesis. 
 
 

6.1 Analysis of the respondents 

 

When analysing my empirical findings for the different categories, I found that in the 

category with a Japanese view the two different respondents tended to have two 

different views on strategic process and concepts relating to it. Respondent A seemed 

much more positive towards the process in itself compared to respondent B who seemed 

to be more negative towards the usage of the different process and whether or not it 

actually had any real meaning. This view on strategic planning could come from the fact 

that respondent A represented a company that was on Schaede’s list of ”New Japan” 

companies (Schaede, 2011) whereas respondent B represented a company that was not 

on this list. Of course, two respondents are not enough to draw any real conclusions on 

this subject. However, it does support the idea that at least the company that respondent 

A works for indeed does show a clearer view on strategy and the strategic planning 

process, compared to a company that is not on the list of “New Japan” companies.  

 

In the category with a International view, one cannot discuss if the respondents 

represented a company that could be said to be on the list of “New Japan” since they 

were suppose to give a wider view of Japanese companies, rather than one specific. 

However, here again one can see that of the three respondents, two of them (respondent 

Y and Z) had a more positive view of strategic planning and how Japanese companies 

utilize different aspects of it, compared to respondent X that seemed to have a more 

negative view in line with respondent B. One thing they did agree upon in this category 

was the importance of globalization for Japanese companies.  

 

Given that in each category, there seemed to be one respondent that did not agree with 

the others in the category, it has not been possible to state that the ideas of one category 

were different than the other. Even though it would of course have been easier if this 

was the case, I believe that the result I received does indeed show a more realistic view. 

If the respondents in the same category would have been consistent in their answers, it 
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might have given a more inaccurate view. This instead tells us that even within the same 

category; the respondents are different from another.  

 

Despite this issue I believe that there are still some interesting analysis and conclusions 

to be made of the interview material. 

6.2 View on strategy 

 

Studies tells us that vision, mission and core values are of importance in the strategic 

planning process, it is often said to be the beginning of it (Fidellow and Hogan, 1998, 

Hopkins and Hopkins, 1997, Schrader, 2002, Tapinos et al, 2005). When analyzing the 

two different categories on this topic, one can see that they are very similar in their 

answers although they do vary on some points. All of the respondents do believe that 

strategic planning and the concepts of vision, mission and values can be found in 

Japanese companies. Even though two of them (respondent B and X) seemed not to be 

equally convinced of the importance of strategic planning and vision and mission, at 

least not in the western way of looking at vision. Still this does to some extent confirm 

the importance of these concepts, if not for the strategic planning process, then at least 

for the business in itself.  

 

Respondent A did refer to the mission statement as basic philosophy and management 

philosophy. This is not strange though since studies have shown that the definition of 

these concepts does not always mean the same for each different organization 

(Kantabutra and Avery, 2010, Khalifa, 2011). The other respondents did not refer to 

these concepts under any other name. However, respondent Z highlighted that it might 

take a slightly different form and wording in Japanese companies, but it has the same 

meaning as what you might find in western companies.  

 

Both respondent B and X did show a negative view towards the concept of strategic 

planning in Japanese companies. Respondent X for example, confirmed the existence 

but questioned the meaning of it. According to the respondent, most Japanese 

companies import ideas of vision and mission from the US, although the respondent 

was not sure whether or not the company actually could stand behind it. Respondent B 

also had a critical view towards the usage and the importance of it, at least in the 

organization that the respondent worked for.  

 

Taking this into account, one might consider whether or not strategic planning in 

Japanese companies are more of a public relations planning as described by Mintzberg 

(1993) rather than actual strategic planning. Maybe it sometimes cannot be clear if the 

companies adopt vision and mission because they believe it to be the right thing for the 

business or if they do it because everyone else is doing it. However, Respondent Y 

emphasized that there is a difference these day’s compared to the past. Now because of 

globalization, Japanese companies are forced to have solid strategies to be able to 

survive and therefore, also strategic planning is used. On top of this, it has become more 

important to disclose these strategies, not only to your employees but also to their 

stakeholders. The idea of globalization becoming more and more important was also 

brought forward by respondent Z, saying that especially for multinational Japanese 

companies, it does not matter if they are Japanese or not. They will act as any other 

global company would. This might mean that the respondents that view strategic 

planning as merely window dressing, tend to see Japanese companies as what they 
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might have been in the old days, not what they are today. From Schaede’s (2011) 

research we learn that even though Japan do show that a new sort of company has 

started to take form, there still exist companies that still keep to the old days of business. 

Therefore, it is not surprising to find some respondents that still believe that strategic 

planning is only used as a public relations trick rather than a useful business tool. 

 

Mintzberg (1993) discussed two other approaches toward strategic planning, one called 

visionary where one single actor decides and integrates their ideas into the company. 

Three of the respondents (two with a Japanese view and two with an international view) 

mentioned the importance for some Japanese companies to have a strong founder that 

has a vision (or values) that guides the way in strategic planning. When considering that 

powerful visions are said to be, among other things, long-term and future oriented 

(Kantabutra and Avery, 2010), it does seem very likely that especially Japanese 

companies use this approach since, according to Hofstede, they are very long-term 

oriented and tend to focus on the future (Hofstede, 2001). 

 

Respondent Y discussed the fact that it is important to have competitive advantage these 

days to be able to compete on the global market. Something the respondent believed 

could be achieved by a combination of resources, businesses, organization, system and 

policy together with vision, goal and objective.  

6.3 Process of strategic planning 

 

Since all of the respondents confirmed that strategic planning could be found in 

Japanese companies (even though the extent was somewhat debated) this part goes more 

into depth on how this process work. 

 

As previously mentioned in the chapter of theoretical framework, the strategic planning 

process can look differently from organization to organization. Even though some touch 

points can be identified, one cannot say that all companies behave exactly the same. 

Which of course is not surprising and does not relate to whether or not the organization 

is Japanese or not, but rather depends on the organization itself.  

 

The responses concerning the strategic planning process were very different among the 

respondents. Even though one might assume that the process is different, there seemed 

to be a much wider difference within category with an international view. There is of 

course a possibility that the reason also comes from the fact that the respondents in this 

category give more of an overview of Japanese companies in general, while the 

respondents with a Japanese view give concrete example from their respective 

organization. Seeing as how for example the two respondents with a Japanese view is 

different from another, it might be hard to give an overview of all of the Japanese 

companies, bundled into one strategic process, and this is why we see such a difference 

in the category with an international view. I also believe that this diversity shows that 

most companies do not blindly adopt the theories concerning strategic planning, but 

rather forms them into something that better suits their company. This might be 

especially true for Japanese companies since they do not always function as western 

companies in other aspects. 

 

One interesting parts was that compared to the respondents with Japanese view, neither 

one of the respondents with international view mentioned SWOT nor external/internal 
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analysis as one of the steps in the strategic planning process, even though many studies 

includes this as an important step (Fidellow and Hogan, 1998, Hopkins and Hopkins, 

1997, Schraeder, 2002, Tapinos et al., 2005). They did however confirm it later in the 

interview and said that it indeed was used, but maybe not as the only tool or to a large 

extent. Overall when discussing SWOT it seems as though Japanese companies use it 

on a regular basis more or less, but they do not see it as the only tool to use and there 

might also exist a concept similar to it, even though it is not called SWOT. 

 

It is also interesting to see that even though SWOT has been said to be beneficial as an 

analytical tool (Helms and Nixon, 2010), it does not seem to be the preferred choice 

among the respondents. With an exception of respondent A that explained SWOT to 

have been proven within the organization to be the best analytical tool to use when 

making decisions. Respondent Y instead said that SWOT was indeed used, but not the 

only tool. Global benchmarking was according to the respondent more emphasized 

these days.  

 

In Japan, the idea of consensus when making decisions is very important (Drucker, 

1971, Lauenstein, 1985, Ala and Cordeiro, 1999, Makino and Roehl, 2010). Throughout 

the responses, it was clear that this concept is and has been important in Japanese 

business culture. All of the respondents said that to some extent, consensus is still vital 

in companies. Some still rely on old traditions of nemawashi and ringiseido as well. 

This idea of having people discuss together to reach a decision, rather than one 

hierarchical person deciding everything, is supported by the studies done by Hofstede. 

  

Another culture dimension that Hofstede discusses is uncertainty avoidance, where 

Japan scores very high. One of the reasons behind this is that Japan is seen as a country 

where change is hard to implement (Drucker, 1971, p. 113). As also discussed in the 

interviews with the respondents, some of them felt that the concept of consensus did 

indeed slow down and inhibit the decision making process and therefore prevented 

change.  

 

Both respondent Y and Z brought up the fact that consensus in the company depended 

on whether or not one discussed business strategy or corporate strategy. They felt that if 

for corporate strategy it is more of a top-down model, where the top management 

decides. Whereas business strategy is more bottom-up, where business units make 

proposals based on analysis of the market. Respondent Y did however also emphasize 

that even though consensus building still exists in the company, it takes a lot of effort 

and time and therefore it has started to change these days and more effort is instead put 

on actual decision making. The problems of consensus was discussed by Drucker since 

he believed that it does indeed take too much effort and therefore refrains Japanese 

companies from taking small decisions  (Drucker, 1971, p. 111). It is here clear that 

even though consensus is still used in Japanese companies in their strategic planning 

process, there does seem to be some slight change going on that force Japanese 

companies to leave these old ways of doing business and strive towards working in a 

new way. However, for the time being, the Japanese business culture which is deeply 

rooted in the Japanese social culture would face a difficult time transitioning and one 

might consider whether or not it is actually beneficial for them given that the idea of 

consensus is not only common in business but also in other parts of the Japanese life.  
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As in the article by Lauenstein (1985), the respondents did discuss the concept of 

consensus as an important part of the strategic planning process. However, from the 

eight different factors that Lauenstein discussed in his article, only two of them were 

discussed to any extent in this study; the Long-term vision and resolving problems 

(consensus). Another two were discussed, but instead of confirming the study, they 

instead took an opposite stance. One of these factors, competition, was even 

contradicted by one of the respondents who claimed that Japanese people indeed were 

very good at knowing their competition. The same with intermediate-term planning, 

were Lauenstein (1985) claimed that a new plan was made only every four-to five years, 

whereas the respondents said that it is made every year because the market is changing 

more rapidly these days. All of the respondents said that the strategic planning process 

is done on an annual basis with two of the respondents saying that it is usually a three 

year plan, while the other respondent did not give a clear answer to that issue. 

 

Here it is hard to say if the other four factors no longer have an important part of the 

strategic planning process. Still, if it would have been of a greater importance, I believe 

that at least one of the respondents would have touched upon it. 

 

All of the respondents with an international view discussed globalization and change. 

Respondent X highlighted the fact that since the Japanese companies now has to look 

outside their own domestic market to be able to stay alive; they also need to adjust 

themselves. This is also supported by what respondent Z claimed, that going from 

domestic to international forces the companies to implement western methods. 

Although they are often adapted and adjusted to better suit the Japanese organization. 

Respondent Y said that since the companies are becoming more globalized, so are also 

their stakeholders and therefore they will need to adjust their way of conduct to the 

international standards that exist.  

6.4 Implementation of strategic planning 

 

Overall, implementation and control seemed to be both important to Japanese 

companies, as well as performed. Respondent B and Z made a point to refer to the issue 

of consensus as an important part of the implementation and control. All of the 

respondents said that the final decision was taken by the top management and 

respondent Z said that even though this is true, there is a need to have the employees on 

their side because otherwise they will not be able to implement the strategies they 

decide upon. This, according to the respondent goes back to the traditions that exist in 

Japan and the process of ringiseido. The respondent Z continues by saying that strategy 

should not be perceived as something decided from above, but rather something agreed 

upon among employees. This is also confirmed by respondent B who explained that one 

part of making sure that the strategies are actually implemented is to use the concept of 

consensus, because if the employees agree upon the new strategies, they are more 

inclined towards actually implementing them as well. This shows that woven into the 

concept of consensus is also the part of implementation, so in fact, one step in the 

process takes care of two steps at the same time. 

 

Respondent X and Y disagree concerning how good Japanese companies are at strategic 

planning and implementation. Where respondent X said that Japanese companies is 

believed to be bad at planning and implementation, respondent Y instead commented 

that that might have been how it was in the old days in Japan, but that is not the case 
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anymore. Respondent Y said that control and implementation is a must for any Japanese 

company that has stakeholders that check up on them every quarter.  

 

It might be possible to say that Japanese companies are succeed and fail in 

implementing their strategies since respondents A and B do have different views 

concerning this. However, as with most companies, one is not the same as the other. So 

it is impossible from only two respondents to say that either one is right. However, 

when analyzed together with the answers from the category with international view, it 

does seem as though Japanese companies are indeed both implementing and controlling 

their strategies.  
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7.  Conclusions and Discussion 

 
 
 
In this chapter first the conclusions of the findings will be presented. The findings will 

aim at providing an answer for the research question of the thesis as well as meet the 

purpose of it.  

 

Research question being: 

 

 How does the process of strategic planning in Japanese companies work and in 

what way is the Japanese culture an influence? 

 

After this the implications of my findings will be presented along with limitations of the 

thesis and future research. In the end, the study will be evaluated giving the reader 

information regarding what quality the thesis holds according to the author. I have 

chosen to focus on the issue of Trustworthiness. 

 

This chapter will provide the reader with the conclusion and implication of my findings 

as well as the recommendations for future studies and provide an evaluation of the 

study. 
 

7.1 Conclusions 

 

The main purpose of this thesis was to provide a deeper understanding concerning the 

concept of strategic planning in Japanese companies. It had two sub purposes: 

 

1. Understand the current strategic planning process, in what way it is used in 

Japanese companies 

2. Understand if the Japanese culture influences the strategic planning process and 

if so, in what way. 

 

The research question for this thesis has been: 

 

 How does the process of strategic planning in Japanese companies work and in 

what way is the Japanese culture an influence? 

 

Concerning the first sub purpose, when it comes to understanding how the strategic 

planning process works in Japanese companies, I have first of all come to the 

conclusion that there is no single strategic planning process that can be said to be 

specific for Japanese companies. All the respondents have answered differently when 

describing the strategic planning process in Japanese companies therefore it has not 

been possible to distinguish a specific process. However, one important step that the 

respondents discussed was that Japanese companies tend to have one step in their 

strategic planning process that was important. That was consensus building. For some 

of the respondents this step seemed to be in the beginning of the process, end of the 

process or maybe even both, thereby flowing through the entire process. 
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Consensus 
Analysis/Development (Vision/Mission/Value) → Analysis (External/internal) 

→ Objectives/Strategy → Implementation → Control 

 

 

Figure 7 Example of Strategic Planning in Japan with consensus building 

 

This step was not discussed in any of the theories presented in the theoretical 

framework concerning specifically strategic planning process, except for the article by 

Lauenstein (1985). Although he did not specifically say that this was a step in the 

strategic planning process, but did indicate it was an important part of it. From this we 

can see that the consensus building is important to Japanese companies. This might be 

in contrast to what Hofstede states when he says that Japan is not a very collectivistic 

society since it achieves a score of 46 on individualism (Hofstede, 1980, p. 222). 

However, one has to take into consideration that in comparison to countries such as 

Taiwan with a score of 17, Japan can be considered more individualistic but compared 

to USA, with a score of 91, it is much more collectivistic. Therefore I do not find it 

surprising to see that some parts of Japanese culture does show collectivistic characters, 

even though it cannot be said to be as collectivistic as Taiwan for example.   

 

Something that was not discussed in Lauenstein’s article (1985) was the impact the 

consensus building has on the implementation and control step.  As some of the 

respondents said, if the companies practice consensus building, they will indirectly have 

both implementation and control in the same step. Because people who have agreed 

upon something together is more likely to also perform the necessary tasks to make it 

possible. Therefore in the Japanese strategic process, consensus building is important 

since it enables other parts of the process to work more smoothly.  

 

Through this thesis it has also been found that the findings that Lauenstein explained in 

1985 do seemed to have been changed over the last years. Even though some parts are 

still valid, for example the part about consensus, other parts have changed. This seems 

to be partly a reaction to the globalization going on and the rapid movement of the 

market these days. These days Japan is forced to change to be able to compete on the 

global market.  

 

Regarding the second sub purpose, it was not evident that the responses I received from 

the two different categories were indeed a result brought forward by the background of 

the respondents. There was however, one factor that was more discussed by the 

respondents with an international view, the importance of globalization and the fact that 

Japanese companies are indeed changing and that they need to change. However, it 

cannot be concluded from my findings that people with a more international view, see 

the strategic planning process any differently than someone who has a more Japanese 

view. Instead it rather comes down to the individual themselves in a combination of the 

company they work for. 
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Regarding the influence that Japanese culture has on the strategic planning process, I 

can say that it does in fact influence in different ways. Japanese companies seem to 

adopt western thinking and then adjust it to better suit them and bringing their own 

culture into the process. In accordance with the findings of Hofstede (1980), both power 

distance and uncertainty avoidance affects the strategic planning process. Both of these 

dimensions can be linked to consensus building. The long term orientation is also an 

important part of the strategic planning process, where for example the idea of having a 

founder with a specific long term vision can be explained by the Japanese culture. 

 

Still, it seems as though the Japanese culture is becoming less of an influence. Since the 

companies now have to change in order to better compete in the global market, it might 

not be possible to keep such things as consensus building when decisions are made. 

Both from the point of view that it is a process that takes time, but also since being more 

global often tends to bring a wider diversity of culture into the company and even 

though Japanese people might be accustomed to this way of handling business, it might 

be hard for employees from other cultures to adjust themselves to that way of thinking. 

 

In conclusion, from my research I have found that the strategic planning process in 

Japan is different from company to company but that they all tend to share one 

important step, consensus. I have also found that Japanese culture has had a great 

impact on the strategic planning process although there seem to be a shift towards 

becoming more streamlined and more international to be able to compete on the global 

market. 

7.2 Practical implications 

 

Through my thesis I have provided a deeper understanding concerning the concept of 

strategic planning in Japanese companies and there are some practical implications to 

this. Given that Japanese companies seem to incorporate their culture into their strategic 

planning, it is important that the field of strategic planning research take into 

consideration the culture aspect and its effect on the strategic planning process. 

Understanding the impact culture can have is important to provide cross culture 

understanding in management which could potentially lead to more efficient work 

processes due to less cultural conflicts. 

 

From my findings it can also be seen that most of the respondents’ highlighted the 

change towards globalization that was already going on, or needed to begin, in Japanese 

companies. Therefore it can be said that Japanese companies need to assess how they 

will be able to compete on the global market and whether or not the strategic planning 

process will be an important part of this, if so in what way, or if other management tools 

should instead be emphasized.  

7.3 Limitations and Future research 

 

This thesis has aimed towards having a deeper understanding of the process of strategic 

planning in Japanese companies. However, due to the limitations of time and access 

problems I had in the process of completing this thesis, there were certain areas that 

could not be analyzed or researched. From my research I have learned that one must be 

much better prepared before performing a qualitative study because the quality of the 
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study is reliant on finding the right respondents. I felt in my thesis that I did not have 

enough time to find and interview as many respondents as I would have wanted. If there 

would have been more time, and preparation, this could have been avoided. Also, for 

further studies, it is important to keep in mind that even though you might find the right 

person to interview, that person might be hard to get in contact with. Therefore it is 

important to be better acquainted with the culture and what barriers might exist as well 

as how to best approach a respondent. I learned that it was far easier to go through 

contacts than just trying to get in contact with a company through a formal way. It is 

therefore important to have some sort of network available. Besides these points, there 

are other areas in relation to my chosen subject that would have been beneficial and 

interesting to further study. 

 

First of all, doing a comparative study between Japan and another western country 

would be a natural next step in this subject. Since it would be interesting to see if what 

Japanese companies use a strategic planning process actually is different from what we 

have in western countries. From the theories we can find on the subject, it does seem as 

though western companies do have another strategic planning process, however, that 

does not mean that there indeed could be differences between for example USA and 

France compared to Japan.  

 

In addition to this, it would also be important to perform a quantitative study of this 

subject. To better be able to get a broader, unlike deeper, knowledge on this subject. 

However, here one has to take into consideration the issue of access which I found to be 

very problematic because it is hard to get in touch with the right people to answer those 

kinds of questions.  

 

Also something the respondents touched upon was the effect the government in Japan 

has on the strategies chosen by the respondents. It would be of interest to see in what 

way and to what extent the government affects and encourages the strategic planning 

and thinking in Japanese companies. Especially when taking into consideration the 

article Japan Refocus and Recovery which was cited in the theoretical framework, 

where it stated that the government should provide a better business environment to be 

able to improve the globalization among Japanese companies.  

7.4 Trustworthiness 

 

In order to assess this qualitative study I have chosen to focus on the criterion put 

forward by Guba and Lincoln, in Bryman and Bell’s book Business Research Methods 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 411). I will only discuss the trustworthiness of this study 

because I did not feel that the criterion of authenticity (which is also discussed by Guba 

and Lincoln) was applicable to my research. Also authenticity has proven not to be very 

influential and controversial (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 414). Trustworthiness consists 

of four different criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability. 

 

In order to reach credibility in my research I have strived towards being open in my 

accounting of the research, how my research has been conducted and what problems I 

have encountered throughout the process. I have also through the thesis constantly 

worked towards good conduct in the research process and used well established 

methods. By doing this I have aimed at receiving high credibility in my research since 
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credibility refers to the issue of making sure that the research is conducted according to 

the rules and of showing good practice (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 411). 

 

To meet the criterion transferability, the researcher must provide the reader with a 

thorough description of the study in order for them to make their own judgment 

regarding the transferability of the study to other settings (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 

412). I have in my study aimed at giving the reader detailed descriptions in order for 

them to make their own judgment. But at the same time, it must also be mentioned that 

this thesis does not aim at generalizing the findings, instead it wants to give a deeper 

understanding of the respondent’s view. However, even if the outcome of this thesis is 

not possible to generalize, it still does provide some important information that can be 

discussed. 

 

The third criterion dependability refers to the idea of adopting an “auditing” approach, 

where all the steps of the research is saved and preserved so that someone else can audit 

the findings to see whether or not proper preceding are being followed. However, since 

a study usually generates a large amount of data, this approach is rarely used. (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007, p. 414) In my thesis I have tried to some extent to provide this 

information, for example when discussing how the respondents were chosen. However, 

since all of my respondents wanted to be anonymous I have also taken this into 

consideration and not added it to the thesis, although I have of course kept for my own 

sake, the records of my findings.  

 

The last criterion regarding trustworthiness is confirmability. This criterion concerns the 

issue of making sure that the researcher is objective and has not added their own values 

into the research and thereby affected the findings (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p.414). To 

meet this criterion I have always strived towards presenting the findings from the 

respondents’ point of view, without adding my own personal values. As an important 

part of this I have also described my preconceptions in an earlier chapter. So the reader 

will be able to judge for themselves if they believe that my values have been interfering 

in the findings from the respondents.  
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Appendix 1 List of Companies    1 (5) 

 

Japan’s Most Profitable Companies, All Industries, Average Operating Margin for 

2001‐2010 

Constructed from Nikkei Needs; includes all companies that were listed and reported 

every year between FY2000‐2009 

 

 

Source: Ulrike Schaede, 2011, “Show Me the Money: Japan’s Most Profitable Firms in 

the 2000s” 

  

1 TACHIHI ENTERPRISE  26 ARIAKE JAPAN  

2 KEYENCE 27 SEIKAGAKU  

3 USS  28 SUMITOMO REAL ESTATE SALES  

4 KENEDIX  29 NINTENDO 

5 KEIHANSHIN REAL ESTATE  30 ASTELLAS PHARMA  

6 ONO PHARMACEUTICAL  31 SIMPLEX TECHNOLOGY  

7 DAIBIRU  32 ABC‐MART  

8 TREND MICRO  33 HOYA 

9 FANUC  34 ACOM  

10 AEON MALL  35 PCA  

11 TOC  36 TOKYO RAKUTENCHI  

12 TAKEDA PHARMACEUTICAL  37 ASJ  

13 HIROSE ELECTRIC  38 FUNAI CONSULTING  

14 SANKYO  39 SMC  

15 OBIC  40 GOLDCREST  

16 PACIFIC METALS  41 HITACHI CAPITAL 

17 NAGAILEBEN  42 ADVAN  

18 CENTRAL JAPAN RAILWAY  43 SHOEI  

19 HOGY MEDICAL  44 OHARA  

20 HEIWA REAL ESTATE  45 AIRPORT FACILITIES  

21 UNION TOOL  46 ROHM  

22 MARS ENGINEERING  47 SANTEN PHARMACEUTICAL  

23 COSEL  48 NIPPON ELECTRIC GLASS  

24 HISAMITSU PHARMACEUTICAL  49 NTT DOCOMO  

25 AEON CREDIT SERVICE 50 TERUM 



 

 

 

Appendix 2 Email to company    2 (5) 

Dear Mr. / Mrs. / Ms. 

My name is Emelie Nordell. I am studying International Business at Umeå School of 

Business in Sweden. I am until May 25th doing an internship at the Office of Science 

and Innovation at the Swedish Embassy in Tokyo.  

As part of my internship I am writing my Master thesis and would like to ask if 

someone at your company have time to participate in an interview in the coming weeks. 

The purpose of this Master thesis is to understand the process of defining strategies 

within certain Japanese companies through examining their strategic or corporate 

planning. The reason why I am contacting your company is because I read in the 

working paper Show Me the Money: Japan's Most Profitable Firms in the 2000s by 

Ulrike Schaede (article attached in the email) that your company is listed as one of the 

most profitable in Japan over the time-period 2000-2009. 

The interview is going to revolve around the following questions: 

 What is the companies view on strategy? 

 Do you have a mission, vision and value statement? 

 How is strategic planning used in the organization? 

 Do you use SWOT analysis or any other strategic planning method? 

 What is your process for strategic planning? 

 

The interview will take a maximum of 60 minutes and for confidentiality reasons it is 

possible for the company (and interviewee) to be anonymous if they wish so. The 

person (or persons) most suited for this interview needs to have a good view of how 

your company uses strategic or corporate planning.  

Your help would be very much appreciated. 

Best regards, 

Emelie Nordell 

  



 

 

 

Appendix 3 Interview guide Japanese View   3 (5) 

Introductory questions 

 Name 

 Company  

 What is your position at your company? What is it that you do? 

 What is your professional background? Explain briefly 

View on strategy 

 To what extent would you say that strategic planning and management are used 

within your company?  

 Does your company have vision, mission or core values? If so, could you 

explain them? 

Process of strategic planning 

 How do you develop new strategies? If you could briefly describe the different 

steps in the process of strategic planning within your company, how would it 

look like? 

 When determining new strategies, do you analyze the internal and external 

environment of your company?  

 Are you familiar with the concept of SWOT? Is this analytical tool used in your 

company when analyzing you company and the environment you work in? 

 What factors are according to you of importance when developing a strategic 

plan? 

 Who is involved in the strategic planning process? 

 Who makes the decision within the strategic planning process? 

 How is the decision made? 

 How often do you develop a strategic plan?  

 What is most important in your strategic planning process?  

 Would you say that your company has objectives that reach outside of their 

current resources and capabilities?  

Implementation of strategic planning 

 After a new strategy is developed, what is the next step?  

 How is the strategy implemented? 

 Is any sort of control implemented to make sure that the strategic plan is 

followed and whether or not it is successful? 

 Do you constantly use your strategic plan as a “living document” even after 

development of strategy is implemented? (living document meaning that you 

constantly work with your strategic plan) 

Is there anything you would like to add? 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 4 Interview guide International View   4 (5) 

Introductory questions 

 Name 

 Company/School/Organization/  

 What is your current or recent position? 

 What is your professional background? 

View on strategy 

 To what extent would you say that strategic planning and management are used 

within Japanese companies?  

 Would you say that it is often that a Japanese company has a clear vision, 

mission or core values? Is this an important part of management in Japan? 

Process of strategic planning 

 In your own opinion, how do you think that the process of strategic planning 

within Japanese companies looks like? Could you briefly explain the steps that 

might be involved? 

 Would you say that the strategic planning process in Japanese companies is 

similar to what you might find in western companies? 

 How well do you think that Japanese companies are in analysing the internal and 

external environment of their company? Is it common that they know who their 

main competitor is? How they should compete?    

 Are you familiar with the concept of SWOT? Is it common that this analytical 

tool used in Japan when performing strategic planning? 

 Who would you say is usually involved in the strategic planning process in 

Japanese companies? 

 Who makes the decisions within the strategic planning process? 

 How is the decision made? 

 How often is a strategic plan developed?  

 What is most important in the strategic planning process?  

Implementation of strategic planning 

 After a new strategy is developed, what is the next step?  

 Should there be any control implemented to make sure that the strategic plan is 

followed and whether or not it is successful? Would you say that this is common 

in Japan? 

 How should strategy be controlled and implemented? 

 In your opinion, do Japanese companies constantly use their strategic planning 

(as a living document) even after development of strategy is implemented? 

(living document meaning that you constantly work with your strategic plan) 

Is there anything you would like to add? 

  



 

 

 

Appendix 5 Overview of Strategic Planning Process  5 (5) 

 

Respondent A  
Idea concerning strategy → Prototype project including analysis of external and 

internal factors (SWOT) → Plan presented to management committee → Plan outlined 

by division into more concrete figures and targets → Decision by CEO 

 

Respondent B  
Core corporate planning group expanded to include young employees from different 

divisions → Brainstorm to provide visionary planning for company (sometimes SWOT) 

→ Core corporate planning group forms a proposal based on the input → Proposal to 

the board and CEO → Decision by board and CEO of company. 

 

Respondent X 
Staff of the President (corporate planning staff) and the board work towards clarifying 

new strategies → Core and main strategy → implementation project plan, disseminated 

to the board and divisions → division analyze plan and give feedback → Nemawashi → 

Corporate planning staff put everything together and present to President → President 

agrees/disagrees → if agree, proposed to board →board disapprove/approve. 

 

Respondent Y  
Clear corporate vision (based on vision, goal and objective) → solid and simple 

strategy → growth strategy → translated into what it would mean on a divisional or a 

business unit level → policy deliberation procedure → implementation → PDCA (Plan, 

Do, Check, Action) 

 

Respondent Z  
Budget → different business units decide what strategy to use to achieve the goal set out 

in the budget → everybody have to agree/consensus → report back up in the 

organization. 
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