Japanese Business Environment Assignment

27/08/02

The following document is a copy of a real student assignment on a module dealing with Japanese economic development. The question the student chose to answer was:

Compare and contrast the costs and benefits of reduced market competition that have accompanied the development of Japan’s keiretsu.

I have added a document at the end of this piece of work called ‘Common problems with student written work’. The numbers (like this: 8) that you will come across as you read the paper, refer to the numbered comments in that document. I have also added some comments in the text. They simply appear in bold italics (like this). 

Most of the comments you will find are negative and critical. That is because I am nit-picking in order to indicate how this assignment could be improved. However, you should be aware that this is not a bad assignment. On the contrary, it shows evidence of a lot of work, uses the literature very well, has a competent structure, is clearly expressed, was constructed using sound arguments and deserves (and was awarded) a high mark.


I hope you find this of some use. 







John Ramsay 

------------------------------------------------------------

Minimal competition is a predominant feature of all Japanese markets as compared to other world markets, especially those in the West. This is mostly due to Japan’s system of keiretsu, which is supported by the government, the labour force and Japanese culture. The type of introduction I prefer students to use on my modules is one that provides an overview of how the piece of work I am about to read sets about answering the question the student has been asked to address. I believe that introductions that generally discuss the subject area in a vague, waffley manner are simply a waste of words. Since you are normally extremely limited in the number of words you are allowed to write in a piece of formally assessed work, you cannot afford to waste any on a general introduction. Having said that, as you will see, after the first general paragraph this introduction does go on to describe how the question is going to be answered, so only half of the introduction is wasted! 1 The horizontal keiretsu span Japan’s wide range of industries, limiting competition where possible by having only one company from each industry within the group – the one-set principle
. This is a wee bit confused/confusing. The reduction in competition referred to is only within each individual keiretsu, i.e. those keiretsu adopting the 'one-set principle' do so in order to avoid having more than one company within the group competing with each other. However the degree of overall market competition to which the question refers would not necessarily be affected by this practice. At least, not if there were a sufficiently large number of keiretsu in the economy as whole. Although the companies within the groups adopting the 'one-set principle' do not compete with each other, companies in different keiretsu most certainly do. So you get inter-keiretsu competition in the market. This is an example of poor, or incomplete reasoning. The vertical (distribution) keiretsu are fully vertically integrated groups dominating the manufacturing industries by employing companies through from suppliers to dealers. The keiretsu actively attempt to monopolise the Japanese markets.

In analysing the costs and benefits of Japan’s low market competition I have attempted to cover the following issues:

· Who benefits from reduced market competition? What are these benefits?  

· Who pays the costs of reduced market competition? What are these costs? 

· What are the relative sizes of the costs and benefits? 

· How do the benefits compare to the costs?

The formation of the keiretsu has brought reduced competition as this environment Which environment? Poor expression. adds to their power and dominance. These huge conglomerates dominate massive shares of the Japanese markets. Getting dangerously close to tabloid English here: 'These massive shares with their stupendous impact on the cowering, pathetic population' etc. etc. drivel hyperbola 17

They control many aspects of the industries in which they operate including imports, exports, employment, supplies, sales and consumers. Further domination of the Japanese markets will bring a further reduction in market competition. Pure tautology! As the temperature rises it will get hotter…. It should be evident that the vast majority of the benefits of low market competition are experienced by the keiretsu member companies, and it is these benefits that increase the success of the keiretsu. To make that point clearer it would have been useful to add a brief reference to the costs to consumers and other companies like this:
It should be evident that the vast majority of the benefits of low market competition are experienced by the keiretsu member companies, and it is these benefits that increase the success of the keiretsu. In contrast, as we shall see, the costs of the same process are born primarily by consumers and smaller competitors and suppliers. 

Miyashita and Russell explain that keiretsu pursue their strategy of monopoly not for profit, but rather high levels of security. Reduced market competition guarantees a stable market for companies with little fluctuation in profits, growth rates or stock prices
. Good point. These companies have become well-established. Production and delivery schedules are relatively stable as are quality and performance standards. Bankruptcy is also relatively low.

Retail companies within horizontal keiretsu have ultimate buyer power over their suppliers. Small suppliers have no bargaining power Be carefuil to avoid exaggerating your arguments. Even very small, weak suppliers are likely to have some power, even if it is very little. If they fail to supply the keiretsu as required it will cause them problems, and with problems come the extra costs involved in resolving those problems. As a general rule you should avoid superlatives and absolutes in your answers. In this case it would have been better to avoid using 'ultimate' and 'no bargaining power' and say something like 'Retail companies within horizontal keiretsu have very high levels of bargaining power over their suppliers.'  and often make little or no profit Same again, If they actually made 'no' profit they would go bankrupt in the longer term, surely? as they are required to adhere to the demands of their buyers. Another benefit for companies within horizontal keiretsu is consistently high retail prices and re-sale price fixing, ensuring large profits. This directly contradicts the statement from Miyashita and Russell in the last paragraph. You nede to be consistent to create a sound argument. Risk is successfully reduced and spread between companies within keiretsu. Mergers, acquisitions and takeovers are reduced and managers are free to focus on long-term investment strategies
.  Banks have also been able to fix their fees
.

Oh yes, I almost forgot. This use of footnotes to list references is not the method I recommend. If you do not know how to reference your work, you will find chapter and verse on this web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm
The Japanese believe that reduced market competition and the power of the keiretsu provides security, employment and spreads risk
. Keiretsu offer relatively high wages and many companies pay seniority wages. The outstanding growth of the Japanese economy, resulting from the keiretsu system, has “raised the national standard of living from poverty levels to among the highest in the world.”
  It would  be wise to mention that the evidence for a direct causal link between the keiretsu phenomenon and the success of the Japanese economy in the 20th century is sparse. In other words, it is best not to over-state the case for any one factor whenever you get around to discussing the causes of overall success in an economy. In most cases there will be a very large number of different factors at work creating success (or failure). In this case keiretsu may be a contributory factor, but there is no convincing evidence to support the statement:

The outstanding growth of the Japanese economy, resulting from the keiretsu system, has “raised the national standard of living from poverty levels to among the highest in the world.”

All you need to do is to qualify that kind of statement by mentioning the fact that there are many other factors at work, something like this:

As Miyashita & Russell, (1994), p.194 argue, the outstanding growth of the Japanese economy, supported by the keiretsu system, has “raised the national standard of living from poverty levels to among the highest in the world.”

However, the Japanese population along with small businesses pay the majority of the costs associated with reduced market competition. Consumers mainly suffer through fixed sale prices for goods being set higher than corresponding Western prices. Unable to compare prices they seem to be unaware of free market price competition and are willing to pay high prices for their domestically produced goods. It has been said that Japanese companies effectively take advantage of these “docile” consumers. “Without pressures from below to reduce prices, manufacturers can raise prices more easily and any incentive to pass cost savings along to consumers is lost.”
 

Good use of an apposite quotation.

The growth of the distribution keiretsu also reduces market competition. Many of the benefits experienced by the distribution keiretsu are often costs paid by Japanese consumers and small businesses. Hideto describes “the growth of distribution keiretsu”, “the growth of oligopoly”, “unfair business practices” and “antimonopoly and restrictive legislation” as opposition to Japanese antitrust policy and mechanisms by which competition is reduced
. He lists four consequences that the absence of competition in distribution markets has allowed which give benefits to the companies involved, but add costs to consumers and small businesses:

1. “Elimination or reduction of interbrand and intrabrand price competition.

2. Strengthening of barriers against new entrants to the market.

3. Restriction of dealer independence with a consequent loss of business enthusiasm, innovation and rationalisation.

4. Preservation and strengthening of oligopolies.”

Reduced market competition allows manufacturers in the electronics and vehicle industries to have complete bargaining power over their dealers within the vertical keiretsu in the same way as retailers have over their suppliers in horizontal keiretsu. This is another overstatement. They cannot have 'complete' bargaining power over their dealers. The dealers must have some, even if only a little. If the keiretsu were totally unreasonable, the dealers could, for example, be less than enthusiastic about implementing policies and thus slightly frustrate the keiretsu's plans. The keiretsu will be aware of this possibility and will, I would suggest, modify their behaviour (albeit slightly) as a result. In general you should avoid extreme statements in your work. You can make a the point strongly – 'they have very large amounts of bargaining power', but don’t over-egg the pudding. Formal academic writing is calm and moderate in tone. It tries to project a image of objective rationality The tabloid press go in for the extremes by projecting an image of hysterical, panic-stricken or furious emotion, viz.: 'Frankenstein GM crops' and the like.  Manufacturers state sales prices and sales figures to be achieved by the dealers. The dealers are restricted to their allotted territory and are so dependent upon their manufacturers that they have lost their innovation and independence, and are now increasingly unable to compete with high volume retailers.

An industry in which the Japanese people pay large costs is farming, where farmers are controlled by the Nokyo group which keeps their profits minimal, (Whose profits? This is confusing) bans imported food and ensures high prices for all domestically produced food compared to other countries
. The lack of competition together with Japanese industrial policy allows inefficient companies to survive in the market place and produce low quality goods. In the construction industry price fixing is arranged by the dango (“bid-rigging system”) cartel. The allocation of contracts is highly biased and contract prices are near maximum. The Japanese economy pays a high price for such industry practices, but these costs are ultimately paid for by the Japanese public.

Very good use of the literature throughout this whole section. NB you have to hit a balance. Do not be tempted to offer a reference for every single sentence! There are guidel-lines for the number of references to use on this site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm
Japanese companies outside of the keiretsu have difficulty maintaining profits due to consumer loyalty to the keiretsu companies, and the inability to compete with them due to the exclusive trading within the groups
. International trade with Japan has been difficult for many countries as a result of Japanese restrictions on imports and industry protection. Companies outside of Japan are also prevented from competing in the Japanese market due to high entry barriers and trade barriers. 6 Where is the evidence that this is caused by keiretsu? Beware (again) of overstating the case. Don’t draw conclusions without supporting evidence.  Japan’s industrial policy, executed by the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI), makes it very difficult for any company outside of a keiretsu to gain market share in Japan.

In conclusion, the costs generated by the low market competition created by the kieretsu industrial structure are paid by Japanese consumers, small businesses, non-keiretsu companies and international companies who all lose money and power to the keiretsu. The benefits of the reduced market competition are also considerable and contribute to the business success of the keiretsu.

This is an adaequate cocnsuion to the wuetsion. However it is a tad too general and short. It would have benefited from a bit more detail summarising the evidence presented from the vertical and horizontal keiretsu types. 

It is conventional to sort reference lists alphabetically by authors' surname. So Cutts should have come first in the list below, followed by Hideto and so on. 
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Common problems with student written work
1. Inadequate introductions

An alarming number of students are deeply in love with wasteful rambling introductions of the kind:

‘The common market was introduced in the 1950s after the second world war ground to halt in the wake of the disastrous German winter campaign in Russia….waffle, waffle…..Blue is a very nice colour but it doesn't go with my natural skin tone…waffle, waffle…Dog is spelled d-o-g…waffle, waffle.’ 

and so on and so forth ad nauseam. The introduction should give an overview of the structure of your answer and the method you are going to use to answer the question or solve the problem(s) posed in the paper’s title. It should not be regarded as an invitation for a generalised warble about the background to the topic. 

If you do not know how to write a good introduction then go and have a look at my personal web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

or get hold of a book on essay writing. You need to learn how to write an introduction to a formal essay.

2. Poor allocation of effort to the set tasks

In pieces of assessment requiring more than one answer, a large number of students produce one, or perhaps two very good answers but the rest are very poor. This is a guaranteed strategy for obtaining a mediocre grade overall. The real irony/tragedy is that those students who create very good answers at the beginning of their work clearly indicate that they had the ability to obtain very good grade in the module’s assessment process. However, their foolish decision not to put the same effort into answering all of the required questions costs them dear.

3. Failure to answer the questions asked

This particular fault is always one of the most common reasons for students getting poor grades. For example, in an assignment issued to students on a module relating to the Japanese economy, one task relating to Japan’s financial system asked students to:
 ‘Compare and contrast the main features of the financial systems of Japan and the UK, and analyse the contribution that the Japanese system has had on that country’s economic development.’

Many of the students who chose this topic got rather a poor mark for their answer because instead of comparing and contrasting the main features of the two financial systems, they simply described some of their main characteristics. Indeed many students devoted the vast majority of their answer to this question to a list of some of the characteristics of the Japanese system, and left a mere paragraph or two to describe the UK version. Similarly, in response to the following:

‘ The behaviour and performance of Japanese keiretsu illustrates the dangers of allowing companies to protect themselves from take-over and thus developing uncontrolled monopoly power.’

Assess the accuracy of that statement. 

Many students simply described (again) some of the more obvious features of Keiretsu and did not bother to focus on those aspects of the structure that enabled Keiretsu to protect themselves from take-over. Very few students made any mention at all of monopoly power, how it might be controlled and, particularly, the relevance of the Keiretsu structure to this phenomenon.


Even when an answer is factually correct and packed with accurate information, theories and ideas, if the content is not relevant to the question, then it will fail to score well. The key skill is the ability to apply what you know to the precise question that has been asked. Moreover, it is important that you actually spell out the relevance of information to the question(s) asked. It is not enough to list or present information that could be used to construct an argument answering the question(s) and hope that your assessors will assume that even though you have not bothered to mention them, you actually understand how to make the necessary connections back to the question.  

4. Wasting time on simple definitions

It is not necessary or advisable in severely length or time-constrained pieces of assessment to waste words defining simple concepts like ‘balance of payments, ‘growth’, ‘industrial policy’ and the like. The prime objective is to apply these ideas to the solution of the problem(s) posed in the question. Analysis, not description is what was expected of you.

5. Lack of evidence of reading

Many students appear to believe that it is satisfactory to fail to provide any evidence that they have done any reading around the subject. They don’t bother to use any quotations, or tables or diagrams from relevant texts, articles or websites, and do not have an appropriate reference list at the end of their work.  This belief is wrong! If you want to get really high marks, you have to do some reading, and not just skim-read a couple of paragraphs in the recommended text ten minutes before you begin writing the assignment! The recommended reading list provides lots of suggestions for suitable sources; you don’t have to read them all, but reading some of them; finding material that helps you to answer the question; synthesising the material you find to construct an answer to the precise question that is expressed in your own words; identifying and citing a few pertinent quotations or diagrams or tables of data and the like that help to support your argument, and subsequently making correctly formatted references to them in a reference list at the end of your work is an effective method of getting high grades. 

6. Failure to provide evidence to support arguments 

Many students make statements or generalisations about the subject matter that are contentious, or make statements that directly answer the question asked in the assignment, but fail to back these up with any kind of evidence at all to support them. In such circumstances you ought to offer some kind of logical argument, or refer to some kind of academic authority by using quotations from a published work, or at the very least including some kind of valid reference or source for a major statement like this -  (Ito, 1996, p.234). 

What we are looking for is sound arguments, and they consist of valid conclusions supported by valid reasons or evidence. If you need further information on how to construct a sound argument have a look at my web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/buss/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

7. Reliance on non-academic websites.

The vast majority of websites are not produced by academics, and the material they contain is frequently simply wrong, biased, or not of a nature suitable for use in an academic essay or assignment. You use material from such websites at your peril. It is extremely likely that even though you may be unable to spot the problem, your assessors will instantly recognise inappropriate material. The safest thing is to rely on textbooks written by academics. If you must use the web then avoid all sites unless their URL contains the letters '.ac' as in:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools

http://www.scit.wlv.ac.uk/ukinfo/

(These are British University sites)

or '.edu' as in:
http://www.uis.harvard.edu/compprod/

http://ec.princeton.edu/ 

(These are American University sites)  

8. Failure to provide analytical rather than descriptive answers:

A ‘descriptive style’ of writing tends only to offer and identify, list, rank or assemble descriptions of ideas, theories, data or facts followed by statements referring those descriptions to the questions asked. An ‘analytical style’ on the other hand, tends to connect or combine ideas, theories, data and facts together in ways that throw meaningful light on the problem(s) posed. Moreover, analytical writing uses those same ideas, theories, facts and data in a manner that suggests that the writer is aware of, and understands more than their surface descriptions. Analytical work is also more likely to offer criticisms of those same ideas, theories, facts and data, and/or the questions asked in, or problem(s) posed by the title. ‘Analytical’ answers go beyond simple description or regurgitation of material from texts or lectures, and apply the material to solve the problems posed by the essay or assignment title.

9. Failure to avoid producing simple lists

A depressing number of students produce what are little more than very long lists. What we are after is evidence that you can produce coherent arguments in answer to the questions, not very long, randomly organised lists of facts copied out of books and articles (and, worst of all, naff inaccurate and misleading websites produced by non-academics). If we want you to produce a list the question will say something like: ‘Produce a list of….’

10. Poor quality of written English

NB Although you will not be punished directly for poor writing skills, it does tend to create an overall impression of low levels of scholarly achievement, and that is not helpful in persuading markers that you are well-read and competent. It also makes it harder for you to carry out the tasks that are required of you - such as constructing valid arguments with sound conclusions based on valid evidence. Research suggests that a surprisingly high percentage of students suffer from undiagnosed dyslexia, and that this makes it extremely difficult for them to write high quality essays. You can check if you may be suffering from that condition by using the dyslexia checklist on my website:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

11. Poor punctuation

The most common punctuation failure in student work is a complete inability to master the use of apostrophes. Although an ability to use apostrophe ’s’ correctly is undoubtedly a minor skill, lack of it simply lowers the tone of your paper. It makes you look careless, idle or uneducated. I would suggest that none of these images is particularly flattering or likely to boost your grades. Moreover, the skill is easy to pick up. I suggest you do so!  You could try working through the facility called ‘Frequently Found Faults’ on my personal web-site (see below) which includes details on how to correct this particular problem.

12. Poor paragraph construction

An alarming number of students end every sentence with a full stop, followed by a carriage return and a blank line.

I have no idea where they have picked this weird habit up from.

The end result looks like this.

This is not normal layout for written work! 

It makes your work look semi-literate.

It also has the unfortunate side effect of making it look like you are totally unable to connect different ideas together in order to construct a coherent argument, and reduces your work to the appearance of a list. Since the ability to form coherent arguments is one of the skills that we are looking for in students, this is not a sensible layout to copy.  Indeed, the use of these alien formatting techniques suggests that you are unable to write decent English, and, in general, this is not a desirable message to send to your assessors. With the best will in the world, it is likely to influence their overall perception of your work. It means that some of them may feel like starting with an attitude of:

 ‘Well, this looks barely literate, but I’ll give him/her a chance to prove me wrong.’

If you have no idea how to form a normal paragraph, then please have a look at my web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

13. Weird use of random capitals

This is a real extract from a physics textbook, please note the use of capital letters at the beginning of various words:

As in Mathematicks, so in Natural Philosophy, the Investigation of difficult Things by the Method of Analysis, ought never to precede the Method of Composition. This Analysis consists in making Experiments and Observation, and in drawing general Conclusions from them by Induction, and admitting of no Objections against these Conclusions, but such as one taken from Experiments or other certain Truths.






(Newton, 1684, p.404)

However, please also note that this was taken from:

Opticks: or a treatise of the reflections, refractions, inflections and colours of light  and was written by Isaac Newton in the Seventeenth bleeding century. We do Not wriTe like That anY mOre! If you copy Newton’s style in the early Twenty-first century then it simply makes you look - yes, you’ve guessed it - semi-literate.

14. Inappropriate first person singular style

Many students use sentences that begin:

‘I think that this is probably acceptable…', or ‘I believe it can be concluded…' or 'In my opinion…

and so on. This use of ‘I’  and 'my' is conventionally avoided in formal essays, thus:

‘Some authors have argued that it is acceptable…’ or ‘On the basis of the arguments and evidence offered above one may conclude that…’ and so on.  

In general your assessors are not interested in what you think or believe or want, they are interested in coherent, logical arguments with valid conclusions and supported by evidence from authorities in the field of study. 

15. Poorly judged reliance on spellcheckers

Please remember that spell-checkers are no better at deciding if a word is grammatically or stylistically correct in any given sentence than small pieces of six week old Danish blue cheese covered in that strange green, furry mould. You rely on spell-checkers to correct the quality of your writing at your peril! Moreover, spell-checkers tend to damage you ability to spell correctly. They make you idle; if you don’t think you have to be able to spell, you will gradually forget how to do so. This will not do you any favours when you hit the job market. It’s a rough world out there and it’s getting rougher. An inability to spell is not an attractive attribute on a CV. The phenomenon is exactly the same as with foreign languages or mathematics – if you don’t use them, you lose them. You ought to write with a real dictionary by your side. If you are unsure of a word’s spelling, use the dictionary. It is one of the few reliable methods of improving your ability to spell.

 16. Inappropriate use of American-English 

The use of American spellings usually indicates one of two things:

a. lazy plagiarism from an American text-book or website

b. incompetent use of a spell-checker

You should, at the very least, always re-write everything you use in your own words. If you are going to use a spell-checker, make sure you have selected the ‘English’ and not the ‘American’ dictionary. Most spell-checkers default to an American dictionary and if you use them, all you will be doing is carefully translating your work into a foreign language – this is not recommended. 

17. Inappropriate use of tabloid expressions

The writing style employed in tabloid newspapers should be avoided at all costs. You should be aiming for a dispassionate, objective, formal style of the type found in academic journals and textbooks. If you are incapable of writing formal, academic English and have to copy a newspaper style of writing, copy the Guardian or Independent rather than the Sun or Star - after all, those last two are not even Newspapers. For further illustrations of this point, please refer to the ‘Frequently Found Faults’ facility on my personal web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

18. Inability to reference work properly

If you are going to quote statistics or data, or arguments taken from relevant texts, articles and websites, it is essential that you reference your sources properly. That means using the Harvard System (not footnotes) in the text and the MLA format in the reference list. If you are unsure about how to reference material correctly, then I recommend you to go and have a look at my personal web-site:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

That site includes full details on the recommended methods. The ability to reference your work properly is a core academic skill. Failure to learn it sends the following message to your assessors:

‘I can’t be bothered to learn how to do what you want properly. So here’s some rough notes. Try to imagine what it ought to look like, cos I can’t be arsed. Oh yeah, and can I have a good mark please?’

Now, that may not actually be your intention. But it is the message you will be sending.

19. Inappropriate use of bibliographies

If you have a look at my web-site you will see that I recommend you to omit bibliographies altogether, since they may as well be headed as follows:

‘Here is a list of books that I did not bother to read when preparing this assignment’

Bibliographies are pointless! Reference lists are groovy.

20. Poorly constructed conclusions

In the conclusion of a formal essay you are expected to explain precisely how you have answered the question posed in the essay title by summarising all of the evidence you have amassed in support of the arguments and conclusions that you have reached. It is not an opportunity for you to wander off on to some, interesting (to you, perhaps!) tangential topic. Nor should you start to add any significant amounts of new information. NB After you have completed your summary of the way you answered the question, and the evidence you supplied in support of your conclusions, there may sometimes be enough words left for you to finish off with a short quotation from an authority in the field – but only if it is directly pertinent to the question. In general, your conclusion should be ruthlessly focused on the question you had to answer, and the way you answered it. 

Further help and information

If you are unsure about any of the comments made above, or would like further information, then I recommend you to go and have a look at my personal web-site which includes lots of details on that and other topics relating to writing and learning techniques. You can find the site at the following address:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm
� Adapted from Ito (1992) p.182 18 Although this system of referencing using footnotes is employed in some academic textbooks, it is not the format I recommend on the module. 


� Adapted from Miyashita & Russell (1994) p.197


� Adapted from Ito (1992) p.192


� Adapted from Cutts (1992) p.52


� Adapted from Cutts (1992) p.49


� Miyashita & Russell (1994) p.194


� Hideto (1983) p.331


� Hideto (1983) pp.321-322


� Hideto (1983) p.332


� Adapted from Cutts (1992) p.50


� Adapted from Ito (1992) p.177
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