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Organizational commitment has become an in- 
creasingly important construct tu the theory and 
research of organizational behavior. Studying the 
relationships between commitment and job beha- 
viors and attitudes has hecome commonplace (e.g., 
Tokunaga and Staw, 1983). This popularity of 
commitment resewch has recently spilled over into 
the issue OC Japanese venus Ameritan productivity. 
Researchers have focused on orgaoizational com- 
mitment as a majar reason for the widening gap 
between Japanese and U.S. productitity. Organiza- 
tional commitment is assumed to be an integral pan 
of the Japanese management system and therefore 
may account for the productivity gap. The purpose 
of this paper is to explore this notion and its via - 
hility, from both atheoretical andresearch point of 
view. Both the cultural aspects of management sys- 
teros and the nature of the concept of commitmet 
will be explored in an attempt to dai-ify relevant 
issues and draw some meaningful conclusions. 

CULTURAL BACKGROUND 

For the past several years, both the popular press 
and scholarly b0ok.s and journal articles have dis 
cussed the topic of “Japanese Management”. Ma- 
nagement techniques employed in Japan have he- 
come the focal point for both practitioners and aca- 
demicians in attempting to meet the challenge of 
sagging U.S. productivity. Cultural differences 
heween the east and the west have heen suggested 
as the hasis of the differing management techni- 

ques, and much attention is being devoted to un- 
derstanding these differences. From earlier con- 
cern with only Japan versus the U.S.. interest has 
now hroadened to indude Korea. China, and other 
oriental counuies. 

Chang (1983), in a paper presented at thi confe- 
reme last year, discussed unique aspe& of the ma- 
nagement systems of Japan. South Korea and the 
U.S., and suggested that the management system 
was a function of the cultural identify. The aspects 
of each count+ management system, which were 
considered relevant were: decision making, dura- 
tion of employment, individualism VS. group spirit, 
loyalty, mobility, management development, ir*- 
ership stvle. compensatlon, governmen~~and busi- 
ness, work ethlc. and rnotfos emphasized in organi- 
zations. Factors relating to each country’s cultural 
identify, as identified by Chang, included: concep 
don of blood. importance of the blood relationship 
of the family, conception of mythology, conception 
of national security in terms of territorial location. 
conception of family. ahunni and education,regiow 
alism , reciprocal consideration of well-heing bet- 
ween superiors and suhordinates, and importance 
of state or country (national interest). He goes on to 
say that since both Japan and the U.S. have tradi- 
tions of bloodshed and war, and people are afraid 
they will he kílled, behavior in organizations is cha- 
racterized by prudente, restraint, and orderliness. 
In Korea, on the other hand. since bloodshed is 



taboo, people have little fear of being killed, and 
behavior in organizations is characterized by occa- 
sional disorder, disarray, and polarizaion. Similar 
relationship are drawn for the otber cultural iden- 
tify factors. By way of summarizing, Chang states 
that the factors most important fo the Japanese are 
loyalty of superiors. group behavior, “wa” (har- 
mony), and reciprocal consideration between supe- 
riors and subordinates. To South Koreans, the 
blood-relationship and filii piety are îeen as most 
important, and individualism and profits are consi- 
dered the most important factors in the U.S. Reci- 
procal consideration betwen superiors and subor- 
dinates and loyalty are considered to be critically 
important to management in South Korea, hut se- 
cond to the family ties. And in the U.S., loyalty and 
reciprocal consideration are supposedly insignifi- 
cant. 

In terms of the unique aspects of management 
systems discussed by Chang, there is some debate 
on aspecw he attributes to the Japanese. Where he 
says that in Japan, lifetime employment is the norm, 
Ballon (1969) says that is limited to permanent 
white and blue collar employees in only the largest 
tirms. Inaddition, Pascale and Athos (1981) discuss 
liferime employment only in terms of rnanagement, 
and point out many Ameritan firms have a cadre of 
long-tenured managers and blue collar workers. In 
their study the average tenure of Ameritan mana- 
gers was over 20 years. 

The debate over individualism versus group spi- 
rit is also relevant. Chang states that in tbe mana- 
gement ranks in both Japan and Korea, team spirit 
is very importanr, but in the U.S. individualis” is 
more importara. Althougb the U.S. has long been 
known for its emphasis on self-centered, individua- 
listic pursuits, in the organizational setting this 
claim may not hold up. The growth of orientation, 
training, and development procedures in U.S. or- 
ganizations acknowledges the importance of fitting 
the individual to the organization. In addition, the 
importance of tbe socialization process within or- 
ganizations is also receiving a lot of recent attention. 
Along still another dimension, a study by Sims and 
Manz (1983) reports the experience with self- 
managed work group in the U.S. This concept re- 
fers fo a form ofjob design in which the work group 
usually has a complete task with decision making 
discretion over scbedules, assigments, methods, 
and compensation. These work group are autono- 

NOUS and have been shown ta work in clase har- 
mony and exhibit a significant amount of coopera- 
tion and involvement. This is in rather direct con- 
tradiction to what Chang wouldlead us fo believe is 
the norm in U.S. and Japanese corporations. 

Another area in wbich there is some difference of 
opinion is that of compensation. Chang (1983) re 
views Japanese and South Korean compensation 
system and concludes that Japanese systems are 
based on seniority, South Korean systems are on 
seniority and merit rating, and U.S. systems are 
based mostly on merit rating systems. Pascale and 
Athos (1981) use as an example Matsushita, a Japa- 
nese electric and appliance tirm, one of the 50 lar- 
gest corporation in the world. Matsushita’s pasanal 
policies incorparate both performance and senio- 
rity for employees wirh 15 or more years with the 
tirm. Capable young employees have every like- 
lihood of being prometed into key positions over 
individuals with less promise. If an individual is not 
performing well in a position, rather than letting 
tbe person go, many Japanese firmas will transfer 
the individual into a position more likely to utilize 
his talents, even if severa1 moves become necessary 
This humane approach is in contrast to what is 
considered to be the norm in the U.S. In actually, 
though, the large number of unionized employees 
in the private sector, along uvith rapidly increasing 
unionization in public sector orga&@ions. make it 
likely that the notion of cold, impersonal U.S. ma- 
negers summarily dismíssing Iow performers ís in- 
valid. Unionized tirms and government agencies 
have along been known to provide a fairly high leve1 
of employment security for a variety of performers 
during normal economic times. Thus, at least for 
the purposes of this introductory discussion, the 
best conclusion may be that~ there is not a wide gap 
between U.S. and Japanese or South Korean iirms 
in terms of compensation system, performance ap- 
praisal, or job security. 

The last point mentioned by Chang (1983) in his 
comparison of U.S., Japanese, and South Korean 
management system, is that Japanex system emp 
hasize the motto of “wa” or human barmony, South 
Korean systems emphasize the motto of “inwha 
dangyul” or human harmony and solida+, and 
U.S. systems enphasize the motto of protit. Tbis 
statement seems fo be unnecessarily simplistic, and 
not really representaúve of the U.S. Although pr* 
fit is certainly a majar concern of top executives in 



U.S. corporations (and LS likely to be a similar con- 
cern in Japanese and South Korean systems), it is 
not the only majar concern all the way to the lowest 
lev& of the organization. At al1 1evel.s managen 
realize that there is more to management thanjust 
getting the most dollar value out of employees. ‘I-he 
recent concerns with stress and job satisfaction. as 
well as the cost of training and turnover, have led to 
c&sideration of social as well as economic issues 
related to management. 

There are other factors which have been sugges- 
ted as important in the “commitment as a function 
of culture” issue. Ungson, Mowday. and Steers 
(1983) considered nine topics which related to or- 
ganizational practices. and, by extension, to com- 
mitment. The topics covered included recruitment 
practices, the nature of the employment contract, 
fringe bxxfits and employee welfare, organizatio- 
nal climate, the role of individuals, decision making 
systems, the role of unions, reward systems, and the 
approach to management development. The issue 
of the nature of the employment contract relates to 
lifetime employment and penalties associated with a 
Japanese employee moving from one Iirm to anot- 
her. SeveraI authors have referred to the lifetime 
employment issue. and the point was made earlier 
in this paper, that lifetime employment has not 
been established either as the norm in Japan or as 
radically different from situations exisóng in many 
U.S. organizations. 

The wide variety of fringe benefíts provided to 
Japanese employees, as well as reward administra- 
tion, have been suggested as potent factors in orga- 
nizational commitment. While Pascale and Athos 
(198 1) describe the availability of benefns in Mat- 
sushita and the importance of employees socialiiing 
in non-work situations, research in the U.S. has 
indicated that recreational and social benefits 
are among the lowest on lists of preferred benetits. 
In addition, the practice of many Ameritan corpo- 
rations is to incrase benetits as organization tenue 
incrases. For example, long-tenured employees 
often receive profit-sharing and retirement bene- 
fíts linked with continued employment. The longer 
an employee remains with an organizaion, the 
more helshe has to lose by leaving the organization. 
Thus, the value and incentive value of such benetits 
and reward system as factors in differential com- 
mitment may not he as relevant as suggested by 
Ungson et al. (1983). 

The importance of the Japanese and South Ko- 
rean “ringi” decision making systems is often cited 
asa majar factor in commitment which differentia- 
tes the East from the West. While the prevailing 
system are quite different, the strength of the goal 
setting literature in the U.S. suggests an alternative. 
potentially significant, point. A review of the litera- 
ture pertaining ta participation in decision making 
found no signif&nt and penistent differences in 
effectiveness of decisions which mere participative 
versus those which were of a more autocratic nature 
(Locke and schwiger, 1979). This mises the possi- 
bility that the differences in decision making SYS- 
tems do not really result in significant differencesin 
O”tCOmeS. 

CRO!%%CULTURAL COMMITMENT 

The above discussion of the cultural background 
suggest some causes or reasons for the differences 
in organizational commitment in U.S. versus Eas- 
tern or Asian countries. In is our position that there 
is actually little reason to claim culture-specific is- 
sues as relevant to or predictive of organizational 
commitment. In addition, the actual defmition, ap 
plication. and importara of the concepts of com- 
mitment is both tenuous and debatable. 

Mohley and Hwang (1982) did a study of organi- 
zational commitment in employees of Taiwan in- 
dustrial tirms. Severa1 of their fmdings are impor- 
tant for the present discussion. They used two mea- 
sures of commitment, the Porter, Steers, Mowday 
and Boulian (1974) instrument, anditems from the 
Mobley, Griffeth, Hand and Meglino (1979) turno- 
ver model. The porter, et al. questionnaire assesses 
an employee’s feelings of acceptance of the organi- 
zation’s goals and values, his/her willingness to help 
the organization reach their goals, and his/her de- 
sire to remain with the organization. The Mobley, et 
al. (1979) turnover model uses “withdrawal cogni- 
tions” as a measure of commitment. This latter 
measure assesses the employee’s feelings about 
thinkirig of quitting, intention to research, inten- 
tion to quit this year, and the possibiity of going to 
another company within a year. Mohley and Hwang 
found that different items predicted the two defini- 
tons of commitment. Age, organization size, job 
satisfaction, and expect utility of the current job 
were predictors of both definitions of commitment. 
Growth need strength and centrality of work con- 
tributed to the Porta el al. instrument, whereas 



expected utility of alternadves ad delayed gratifica- of this study, conducted in a Japaneseorganization, 
tion contributed to the Mobley et al. measure. The is that the popular literature concept of Japanese 
two difmitions also had diferent relationships with commitment did not hold up in an actual study, and 
turnover, in that the Mobley et al. measure was a that this same commitment notion did not relate to 
signiiicantly better predictor of turnover. turnover. 

Another interesting finding of the Mobley and 
Hwang (1982) study was that the two measures of 
commitment exhibited less than 40 per cent over- 
lap. Also, both definitions of commitment exhibited 
only modest correlations with turnover (-.13 and 
.18). Either ditinitions of commitment, when used 
as the dependent variable in a regression equation, 
was most strongly predicated by centrality of work, 
labor market experience, growth need stredgth and 
age. Even then, only 27 per cent and 40 percent of 
the commitment variance was explained in the ful1 
equations. It appears that commitment can be vie- 
wed in at least two different ways, that the traditio- 
nal “explainers” of commitment don? seem carry 
much weight and that the true causesforcommit- 
mentare not readily yisible. In addition. the notion 
of ommitment as a strong predictor of turnover 
does not appear to be sustained. Mobley and 
Hwang (1982) pointed out that these results mere 
fairly consistent with findings usings U.S. studies. 

Another important study in the~ culture and 
commitment arena is that of Marsh and Mannari 
(1977). They tested a model which proposed that 
lifetime commitment varied positively with organi- 
zational status, perceived chances ofpromotion,job 
satisfaction, perceived job autonomy, perceived re- 
lative advantages of organizations, employee, cohe- 
siveness, redidence, paternalism,and participation. 
They found that employee’s mobility had no effects 
on their support of lifetime commitment norms and 
values, that the variables that did relate to lifetime 
cornmitment were culturally universal, and that 
their support of lifetime comtiitment norms and 
values had no impact on subsequent turnover rates. 
Lifetimes commitment norms and values were ope- 
rationalized in a 4-item questionnaire. The indivi- 
dual’s perception of the percent of employees who 
intended to remain with the iirm until retirement 
was assessed by one question. An opinion of those 
who voluntarily changed tirms was solicited in a 
second item. Whether or not employees (male) 
should remain with the same company until retire- 
ment u-as question three. and the last question 
asked about the individual% intention to remain 
with the company until retirernent. The importance 

An even more direct study was that of Luthans, 
McCaul and Dodd (1983) reponed at the last confe- 
rence. The OCQ was used to measure levels of 
commitment of Ameritan. Japanese, and Korean 
employees. As in the Marsh and Mannari (1977) 
study, age and tenure were significantly related to 
commitment. The most intriguin finding of thii 
study was that the U.S. employees actually exhibited 
a higherdegree of commitment than either Japa- 
nese of Korean employees. 

The resuhs of the alxwe studies have some inte- 
resting implications. First, it seems that. at least as 
currently measured, organizational commitment 
cannot be strongly attributed to cultural attributes 
traditionally associated with the Japanese or other 
Oriental cultures. If there is a difference in Eastern 
versus Western commitment (which has not been 
adequately demonstrated). it doesn’t seem to be 
due fo popularly mentionedEastern notionssuch 
as lifetime employment, group harmony, and 
consensus dicision making. 

What seems to be an even more important trend 
in commitment research is that commitment is not 
alnays a strong negative predictor of turnover. Ac- 
cording to the Mohley et al. (1979) turnover model, 
commitment is a step along the way to turnover, but 
issues such as availability of ahernatives and inten- 
tion to search for a new job are more direct predic- 
tors of turnover. Pascale and Athos ( 198 1) painted 
out that the Japanese system seems to foster beha- 
vioral commitment (staying) fo a particular organi- 
zation because much of the training an employee 
received is so company-specific that is nor marke- 
table in another organization. 

A related issue is the consequence ot commit- 
ment on both the positive and negative sides. A 
review by Mowday, Steers, and porter (1981) dia- 
cusses rhese points. In a positive sense, organizatio- 
nal commitmet can give an individual a feeling of 
belonging and attachment, security. goals and di- 
rection, positive self-image, organization rewards, 
and attractiveness to other potential employers. 
The work group can enjoy memhership stability, 



group effectiveness, and cohesiveness. The organi. 
zation can real& increased effectiveness due to 
individual effort, reduced turnover. reduced ab- 
senteeism, and reduced tardiness. as well as attrac- 
tiveness to non-organizaion memhers. On the ne- 
gative side, organizational commitment can result 
in the individual effects of reduced mobility and 
career advancement, reduced self development 
and growth, family strainshension, and stress. Toa 
work group, commitment can result in groupthink, 
lower creativity and adaptation and intragroup 
conflict. The organization can suffer from decrease 
effectiveness due to reduced turnover and reduced 
absenteeism, as well as lower innovation and adap 
tation. Turnover in an organization also has a series 
of positive and negative consequences, which are 
relevant to this i ssue (see the Mowday et al. 1981 
review) 

Going still another step, the literature has yet to 
find a strong positive relationship between com- 
mitment and productivity. The review and theor): 
articles al1 being with the observation that Japan has 
a higher leve1 of pmductivity than the U.S. They 
then go on to paint out that severa1 non Western 
countries have lower turnover rates than the. U.S. 
The n.ext point is that lower turnover raes prohably 
due to a higher leve1 of commitment, and then that 
traditional Oriental cultural factors probably ac- 
count for the higher leve1 of commitment. These 
assumptions may not be justified. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions of this paper are: 
1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Oriental cultural fac& do not account for or- 
ganizational commitment in Japanese, Korean, 
Chinese, or U.S. firms. 

Employees of firms in Japan, Korea. or China do 
not exhibir consistently higher lev& uf organi- 
zational commitment than U.S. employees. 

Organizational commitment may not lead fo in- 
creased productivity. 

Organizational commitment may not lead con- 
sistently to reduced turnover. 

This is not to say that commitment is not an im- 
portan and useful area of theory and research. Its 
value as an important construct in organizational 

behavior research has been amply demonstrated. 
The argument here is that trying to tie commitment 
to culture and thus using it as the answer to U.S. 
productivity pmblems is not suffcient. 
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