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1. 
 
Fatigue – A Really Specifically Japanese Business Cultural Issue 
 
When traveling through Tokyo during my first stay in Japan I observed of course many tired 

people. I had heard about this phenomenon and I accounted it for the ability of Japanese 

people to relax and to sleep even in such inhospitable places like crowded trains. Such scenes 

of mass sleeping like in Tokyo’s underground would be quite unconceivable in a German city 

like Berlin.  It took me a while until I had the opportunity to see some Japanese companies 

from inside. Then I witnessed more than once the presence of general fatigue. It is not only 

expressed by people actually sleeping on their desks, but also by many more people staring at 

their displays without any tangible interaction. At first I was not sure whether this was a 

coincidence. Until I had my first meeting where one of the Japanese attendants fell asleep 

right away – and nobody cared! Nobody thought about waking him up. That was really kind 

of strange for me.  

But that was not yet the end. I had another meeting with a system integrator in Ikebukuro. We 

wanted to start a partnership. I had met one of the business developers before in Germany 

where I invited him to a big and very nice dinner. He really liked it and told his CEO about 

us. So we had a good start. The meeting now was the second or third of many more. Suddenly 

the CEO himself fell asleep! What can I say? Everybody moved on as if this where the most 

natural thing in the world. I had so many ideas in my head and I made any effort to 

understand the situation. What about Japanese politeness? Is this polite? Or is this the way 

they show their indifference? I got one possible and really charming answer only much later. I 

read it in some business magazine and I regret that I haven’t kept it. This answer was as 

follows: “When you have a meeting in Japan with a group of managers and the most 

important person of this group, maybe even the CEO, falls asleep while anybody else goes on 

talking, never mind! It’s a good sign. It means that this person feels comfortable in your 

presence and shows this to you by taking the liberty of having a short nap in front of you.” I 

loved this explanation because it made me feel much better and at the same time I felt some 

deep admiration for this kind of intuitive and non-verbal communication. 
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At the same time I felt that this might be a little bit too complacent. There was still this critical 

spirit that I don’t get rid of. Is this kind of universal fatigue in companies really something 

that I should cherish just because I found it cute to have a CEO sleeping in front of me and 

because I have finally taken this as a compliment?  

Later on, when we had set up our own office and were working with young Japanese 

technicians and freelancers, I made further observations on the problem of people who don’t 

take or don’t get enough sleep. This is so strange because in my country that was never (or 

hardly ever) an issue! And now I feel that this has also something to do with an analog culture 

where being physically present at the working place is more important than the content of 

delivered work performance. The analog culture can obviously deal very well with the 

intellectual and psychical absence of employees. The analog world that is said to be the one of 

feelings, emotions and intuitions, has a strange side of total indifference. This indifference is 

in itself multi-facetted because it is not only indifferent to the psychical presence/absence, but 

also to the achievement/non-achievement of results in due time. It uses time just as an 

inexhaustible resource. The same applies to the mandatory boozing sessions with one’s boss. 

The analog culture in Japanese business is a strong lobby for the promotion of general fatigue. 

My feeling is that there is a strong cultural force in today’s Japanese business that has no 

problems with exploiting the lifetime and life energy of the individual employees. There is 

something not all right. Could this be one of the reasons why so many of the younger 

generations drop the career path and defect from this old way which might indeed not be as 

old as it seems? And I start believing that concepts like health, quality of life and even justice 

should not be left to the analog approach. They are basically achievements of a more digital 

culture. By saying this I would like to refer emphatically to Daniel H. Pink’s A Whole New 

Mind: “All that stuff that the right hemisphere [of the brain] does – interpreting emotional 

content, intuiting answers, perceiving things holistically – is lovely. But it’s a side dish to the 

main course of true intelligence.” 

2. 

Is there something like Digital Guts? 

The software business is not a purely rational source code producing business. We are 

extremely dependent on the intuitions and the innovativeness of our employees and that 

applies not only to the technicians. On the European and American side with a clear 

dominance of Type-M management there is nevertheless a dominant trend to give permission 

to Type-O moments. This does not happen on the overall corporate structure but rather 
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specifically on the level of well designed project management. Therein team psychology is 

much more considered than in former times. The ideal team integrates different very specific 

psychical profiles incorporated by its members and you could say that at least a third of them 

have strong analog affinities. There is one person that has even not a well defined task or 

expertise but this person is important just by being there and communicating “what is in the 

air”. It is some kind of emotional glue between the other highly specialized digital characters. 

In a way this group architecture tries to mimic the brain structure in order to work like a 

collective brain. I became aware of that only here in Japan, more precisely at Prof. Hayashi’s 

classes. I was especially interested in the fact that also in Japan there are now more hybrid 

forms of management blossoming. 

Now, my goal is the domestication of the oversupply of analog qualities and their integration 

into our business model in order to make our organization more efficient and productive.  For 

software development there some very important analog qualities required. There is e.g. 

candidness because all ideas, questions and suggestions must be permitted. No topic is too 

naive to be discussed. In order to feel encouraged to do so you need a team spirit of 

enthusiasm and trust. In a way we have to create our own specific high context in order to 

accelerate communication. We need to trigger self-referential processes that are reinforcing 

themselves. I would like to call it a flow. Of course this is a highly digital approach. But what 

we need in the end, this is a kind of digital guts. I owe this expression to JJ Ikegami from 

Waseda. He labeled this when I told him that I felt kind of misunderstood by the 

analog/digital profile test which defined me as a highly digital person. Nevertheless I 

increasingly rely in my actions and decisions on intuition to the expense of analysis. I have 

also the feeling that this is a question of age. 
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