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face to build up personal relationships.”
So my advice would be: “If you are go-
ing to send people to Japan, select them
very carefully.” ®

Smoothing
the Way
for Foreign
Firms

Luciano Cohen, president of PMC Co., Ltd.

Question: How long have you been in
Japan now?

Cohen: I came to Japan in 1967, so it’s
about 20 years now. I first served as pres-
ident of Olivetti Japan, and I was here
for about 10 months making preparations
before I assumed that position.

Q: What are the major activities
of PMC?

A: Well, PMC stands for Promotion,
Marketing and Consulting, and this com-
pany was created to assist foreign com-
panies who are looking for possibilities in
the Japanese market. Some want to sell
their products on the Japanese market,
others want to sell technology; some
want to sell directly, others want to sell
through distributors; some of them want
to establish joint ventures with manufac-
turers. We help these companies to find
the right solution. We start from basic
market research, make step-by-step tech-
nical recommendations, and then we
bring them up to the point where they
can do business in Japan. After that
point, we can help to form marketing
plans, promotion and publicity plans,
help a company make contact with re-
tailers, all those needed services.

In the beginning, even large com-
panies start small, or maybe our clientisa
large company but its business opera-
tions here in Japan are small. So we allow
our clients to use our office space, use our
staff on a part-time basis, help them to
find local financing and arrange other
services until they become big enough to
be fully independent.

Q: How long has PMC been in business?

A: It started in 1974; I joined in 1980. I
really don’t think there are any other
companies here quite like ours, not in
terms of the full range of services we
can offer.

Q: How many companies have used
your services?

A: I don’t have the actual count, but
quite a few. In the past 12 years, maybe
150 companies have sought our services,
and of course, new inquiries are coming
almost every day, mostly from European-
based firms. We don’t carry out any pub-

licity for our company, but our satisfied
customers recommend us to others.

Q: Can you give some examples of com-
panies that have successfully entered the
Japanese market through the arrangements
of PMC?

A: Yes, one is Cassina, an Italian
furniture manufacturing company. They
started a joint venture company in Japan
about five years ago. The furniture is
modern, quite costly and based on Italian
designs. Cassina’s annual sales currently
amount to roughly ¥2 billion. Another of
our clients is an Italian ski boot manu-
facturer. They took over from an agent
and the transfer was carried out without
pain. The first year was very successful.

Q: What sort of commission do you
charge your clients?

A: We don’t work on a commission
basis, we receive fees calculated on how
much time and effort we put into helping
a company. Our estimates are submitted
to a client in advance, and based on his
agreement, we go ahead with our plans.

Q: What do you see as the special char-
acteristics of the Japanese market?

A: I think customer loyalty to a supplier
is a very important point. Customers are
also much more demanding, in terms of
quality, service and delivery schedules,
than are customers in the rest of the
world. Another point that distinguishes
Japanese business practices is that if
goods are not sold, they are returned to
the manufacturer, who accepts them as a
matter of course. Of course, this means
the manufacturer will lose money.

Q: What are the positive differences in
doing business here in Japan?

A: I think the fact that it is such a
challenge is a positive point in itself.
You always have to plan in advance if
you want to be and stay competitive. An-
other advantage of this market is that it
contains some 120 million people with a
very high average income level. It’s also
a very unified market, so it’s not very dif-
ficult to say that products that sell well
in Tokyo will also sell well in Fukuoka.
So if a company has good products to
offer, they can be sold in large quantities
throughout the country.

Q: Do you mention all these things to
your clients?

A: Of course, that’s what our func-
tion is.

Q: What has been the most difficult
problem for PMC so far?

A: The most difficult problem has
definitely been finding the right people to
act as consultants for our clients. There is
not so much movement of experienced
personnel between companies here, al-
though that has been changing in recent
years. We don’t usually hire fresh univer-

sity graduates; we prefer staff who are ex-
perienced in business themselves so they
will know where the problems and pitfalls
lie and help our clients to avoid them as
much as possible. At the moment, our
staff here at PMC includes four partners
who are experienced in both legal and
business fields, as well as several engi-
neers and general businesspeople.

Q: Do you do anything like headhunting?

A: No, not really.

Q: Due to the aging of society and the
recent rapid appreciation of the yen, some
think there will be more experienced people
on the unemployment lists. What do you
think of the short-term future of the job
market here?

A: To begin any new business here,
you must hire younger people. They
are needed to go out and find customers,
to do all the running, walking and lis-
tening customers require. In larger com-
panies, those experienced, older people
can make very useful contributions.

Q: What are your main concerns for the
Sfuture as president of PMC?

A: My main concern is related to the
fact that the Japanese import figures
don’t increase fast enough. Even though
foreign companies are trying to bring in
and sell good products, it is never easy to
obtain a good market share. In spite of a
lot of effort and good will on the part of
the Japanese government and a lot of
organizations, the monthly and annual
statistics show that there is not much in-
crease in Japan’s imports. Japanese
manufacturers want to produce things
themselves under license, so that when-
ever a product begins to sell well the im-
porter makes an attractive offer to manu-
facture the product under license. You
will note that most foreign products that
have important market shares are manu-
factured in Japan under license.

Q: What do you see as the solution to
this problem?

A: The solution is that there should be
more foreign companies who actually
come to Japan and try to develop a mar-
ket by themselves, rather than through
imports. Only a manufacturer with his
own sales organization can be successful
in Japan because of the size of the mar-
ket. More foreign companies must invest
directly in this market.

Q: Do you have any advice for a foreign
company hoping to enter this market?

A: As I have just mentioned, come
yourself. Don’t expect to make a profit in
the first year. You must invest, you must
be patient, you must work very hard and
you must have good products which can
compete here. It’s briefadvice, but I think
it’s the key to doing business successfully
in the Japanese market. ]



