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Workers t the headquarters of Nissho Iwai.

Seating Surplus Japanese Workers

by many cconomists to be a key part of fapan's

By Charles D. Shetrnan
International Herald Triburme

TOKYO— In most countries, an emp!_()}{ee who
fails to perform, eracks or just doesn't fit in any-
more bas a good chance of being fired. In Japan, he
is likely to get a desk with a view and the unoificial
title mado-giwa.

Mado-giwa zuko literally means “those by the
window.” Figuratively, the term refers to employ-
ees who have been sidelined for some reascon.

The rising yen, which is crimping Japan’s export
ecopomy, has compounded the mado-giwa prob-
lem, swelling the group’s numbers with redundaat
employees whom the larger companies cannot fise.

Japan's major corporations are committed loa
system of so-called “lifetime employment.” A
worker hired by 1 Jarge company feels assured of 2
job and a salary unlif retizement ai age 55. The
systen generates a strong mutual loyally between
the employee and his company and is considered

ECONOMIE SUCCESS,

But according to Kyohiko Fukushima, deputy
director for Nomura Securities’ economic-research
institute, Japanese pay a price for the guarantee.
“Lifetime employment is actuatly the right 10 cot-
pete with your colleagues for your entire career,
be said. .

Underneath the much-lauded harmony and
teamwork of the Japanese warkplace is another
eality. “Make no mistake, thereis a Ept qf fearand
pressure among employees,” said a junjor execu-
tive at @ major corporation.

Inevitably, some cannot meet the challeage of
ceaseless comnpetition. Some burn out; some give
up,
pJapauesc can be tough, cold-hearted managers,
but they try to stop short of dismissing individuais.
says Thoraas J. Nevins, president of Techmcs in
Management Transfer, a labor-consalting compa-

See BY THE WINDOW, Page 21,
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Dy in Tokyo whose clients include
foreign muitinationals and large
Japanese companies. One reason
that firing is rare at corporations is
that “when you fire someone, the
maorale of the eatire company is at
stake,” said Mr. Nevins, an Ameri-
can who has worked in Japan since
1972,

For the Japaness, he said, the
prestige of a corporation rests part.
ly on the size of its workforce. “One
basis of business in Japan is keep-
g your people,” he sajd.

To dismiss staff is to admit fal-
ure not only on the part of the
smiployee but also by the company,
Mr, Nevins said.

. Moreover, the social costs of fir-
Ing can be bigh. In seme cases,
Suicides resalt, “Companies can
feel a bit guilty when that hap-

© Pens,” said an executive of a large

Corporation.

Faced with a worker they are
unable to fire, managers most often
choose to shuffle the problem em-

———

ployee aside. Because of the way
that Japanese office spaces are
lypically arranged, 2 desk by the
window effectively removes an em.
ployes from the company’s opera-
tions.

Business offices in Japan in gen-
eral are not partitioned. Junjor em-
ployess work in teams sitting face
to face at 1ows of desks. Section
chiefs work at the head of the row.
The department chief sits slightly
apart, overseeing a number of sec.
tions. The mado-giwa are out of the
way, usually, though not gecessar-
ily, by the windows.

A mado-giwa can become some-
thing of a pariak in the corparate
setting, Mr. Mevins said. Recalling
an experience when he worked for
Mitsubishi Bank, he told of a col-
league who had been shifted ous of
authority who was completely
shunned by the bank’s other em-

loyees. “All he did was comb his
air, clip his nails and fip through
magazines.”

At Nissho Iwai, 2 major Japa-

nese trading company, with moze
than 7,000 employees, the aumber
of mado-giwa is a growing prob-
lem, said Kenichi Yoshida, general
manager for personnel.

Japan’s slowing economy, cou-
pled with a company policy of
auiomatic promotion and salary
raises based on seniority, has con-
fronted Nissho Iwai with finding
useful work for hundreds of mid-
die-level employees, Mr. Yoshida
said. “We have a lot of people with
tmpty haads.”

Each year, Mr. Yoshida said, 500
employees are eligidie 1o become
general mapagers, but only 200 po-
sitions are available. About half the
rest take on responsibilities as as.
sistant general managers, leaving
I50 employees as poteatial mado-
giwa, he said.

Accordingly, an employee who
has beer with the company 15 or 20
years is the most vulgerable to be-
coming a mado-giwa. “We don't
have many problem people uader
age 45," Mr. Yoshida said,

A number of optioss commonly
used by Japanese corporations are
open {0 Nissho Iwai executives be-
fore they assign an employse to a
window desk, Mr. Yoshida said.

Redundant employess are some-
times transferred to subsidiaries to
take shern off the books of the main
office, he said. Nissho Iwai has 135
subsidiares, used i part to absost
surplus workers from the corporate
headguarters, according to Mr. Yo-
shida.

The company also encourages
partness in joint ventures to hire
workers Nissho Iwai can do with-
aut. “If the pay is lower in the newr
job, we make up the differsnce.”
Mr. Yoshida said.

With prospects that the ranks of
mado-giwa will continue to grow 2t
Japanese corporations, a new ex-
pression — feranda zoky — has
eatered the business vocabulary, 1t
refers to employees who have had
to give their desk by the window ta
neweomers and move out onto the
carpotate veranda,




