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In Memory of Dr. Ikujiro Nonaka, One of Japan’s Great Management Scholars

Introducing "The Essence of Failure: Organizational Learning from Japanese Wartime

Strategy"

Introduction

In this issue, we pay tribute to the late Dr. Tkujiro Nonaka, one of Japan’s most eminent
management scholars, by introducing 7The Essence of Failure, one of his most celebrated
works. (As no official English edition of this book exists, the translation here is by
GKLC.) At GKLC, we have long examined failure from the perspective of project
management, and we believe that studying failure can yield insights even greater than
those derived from an equal number of success stories.

The first and most immediate lesson from failure is to identify—through multiple

perspectives—what must not be done, and then reflect on what should be done as a result.

Overview of the Book

The Essence of Failure analyzes the organizational failures of the Imperial Japanese
Army during World War II, with the aim of applying its lessons to modern organizational
theory. For those interested in organizational studies, business strategy, and leadership,
this is an exceptionally thought-provoking work.

Applying these lessons to one’s own work aligns with Dr. Nonaka’s intent: to transform
knowledge into action, not for one’s own benefit alone, but to foster the growth of those

around you, and ultimately, the organization as a whole.

Motivations of the Authors

1. Clarifying the Organizational Defects of the Japanese Army and Drawing
Lessons
The authors analyzed a series of Japanese military failures during World War
II—such as the Nomonhan Incident, the Battle of Midway, the Guadalcanal
Campaign, the Imphal Campaign, the Battle of Leyte Gulf, and the Battle of
Okinawa—not merely as isolated strategic or tactical errors, but as the result of
deep-seated structural flaws within the organization itself.
Through this analysis, they sought to reveal the organizational characteristics

and defects of the Japanese Army, with a keen awareness that similar structural



issues might have been carried over into contemporary Japanese society and
corporations.
2. Recognizing the Limits of Success-Case Studies and the Importance of Learning
from Failure
At the time, management research tended to focus on success stories, leaving the
lessons of failure underexplored. However, companies are generally reluctant to
disclose their own failures, making such research difficult. The authors therefore
turned to the Japanese military—an organization whose failures were
undeniable—as a case study from which broadly applicable organizational
lessons could be drawn.
3. Warnings and Insights for Modern Organizations
The root causes of the Japanese military’s failures—unclear objectives, a rigid
organizational culture, overreliance on spiritualism, and a lack of information
sharing—could also be present in modern Japanese corporations and public
institutions. The authors sought to show that by learning from past failures,
organizations could achieve better governance and decision-making.
4. Integrating Military History with Organizational Theory
In postwar Japan, research on wartime history was often considered taboo. Dr.
Nonaka, however, viewed military history not as a closed chapter of the past, but
as a source of universal lessons when analyzed through the lens of organizational
theory, a branch of the social sciences. This interdisciplinary approach allowed
for findings that could be applied to present-day contexts.
5. The Need for Phronetic Leadership
In later years, Dr. Nonaka witnessed Japan’s organizational challenges in
responding to the Great East Japan Earthquake and the Fukushima Daiichi
nuclear disaster. He noted striking parallels with the failures identified in 7he
FEssence of Failure. From this experience, he became convinced of the need for
leaders with practical wisdom (phronesis)—those able to accurately assess
specific situations and act swiftly and appropriately for the common good of
society.
With a profound sense of mission, Dr. Nonaka delved deeply into the tragic failures of
the Imperial Japanese Army, uncovering their organizational causes. His aim in writing
The Essence of Failure was to help modern Japanese society and its corporations avoid

repeating such mistakes, thereby contributing to the building of a better future.

Case Studies Examined



e Nomonhan Incident
e Battle of Midway
¢ Guadalcanal Campaign
e Imphal Campaign
¢ Battle of Leyte Gulf
¢ Battle of Okinawa
Through the analytical framework described below, these cases are compared to derive
conclusions about characteristic differences.
e Figure 3-1: Analytical Framework for Environmental Adaptation of Military
Organizations
e Table 2-3: Comparative Strategic and Organizational Characteristics of the
Japanese and U.S. Armed Forces
(For clarity and ease of understanding, this summary presents the analytical framework

and conclusions before the original comparative analysis.)

Analytical Framework

The framework consists of seven key concepts—environment, strategy, resources,
organizational structure, management systems, organizational behavior, and
organizational learning. These concepts together form the phases from strategy
formulation to strategy execution, and from performance review to organizational
learning (generally corresponding to the “reflection” process).

These concepts are synonymous with the perspectives used in the analysis.

Figure 3-1. Analytical framework for military organization adaptation to the

environment
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In modern management studies, conducting external and internal environment

analyses is standard practice. This book serves as a valuable practical example of such

analyses, particularly in illustrating how each perspective can be examined in depth.

Readers can fully appreciate the thoroughness of the researchers’ viewpoint.

Overview of Failures Common to All Operations
This chart presents a comparative summary of the strategic and organizational
characteristics of the Japanese and U.S. armed forces, offering an overall view of the

failures shared across the various operations. It should be noted that decisions were

not always made strictly in accordance with these characteristics, and this point should

be kept in mind to avoid misunderstanding.

Table 2-3: Comparative Strategic and Organizational Characteristics of the Japanese
and U.S. Armed Forces




Organizational
factors

6. Structure

(Human network process)

Category Items Japanese army US military
1. Purpose Unclear Clear
2. Strategic orientation Short-term battle Long battle
. Inductive Deductive
3.Strat f lati
Strategic factors rategy formulation (Incremental) (Grand desian)
4. Strategy options Narrow Wide
5.Technical system One-point . Standardization
overconcentration
Collectivism Structuralism

(Organizational system)

7. Integration

Personal integration

Integration by system

(Human relations) (Task force)
8.Learning Single loop Double loop
9. Evaluation Motivation/process Result

English translation by GKLC (This is not a quote from the English version, so please

refer to it.)

These characteristics, viewed from the perspectives of strategy and organization,
comprise nine items, all of which are interrelated. Therefore, the root cause of failure lay
in the fact that all—or at least some—of these items were not functioning organically,
and the war was pursued without correcting this imbalance. In particular, strategic
thinking and resources (corresponding to the “strategy” element in the analytical
framework) exerted a significant influence, and from the framework it is evident that
these two factors affected all other items.

A simple example of imbalance can be seen in the relationship between resources and
time: engaging in prolonged combat without the prospect of securing abundant resources
is an obvious contradiction.

Ultimately, the failure can be summarized as the inability to become a self-renewing
organization. While the analytical process leading to this conclusion contains some
complex and nuanced terminology, accepting it as is and continuing to study it over time

is itself part of engaging with a work of such magnitude.

Lessons Derived from the Book
From the above overview of failures, the following lessons emerge—listed here in
comparison with the ideal decision-making that should have taken place:

e Do not make decisions as if they were someone else’s responsibility (do not avoid



action by “reading the atmosphere”; always consider, “What if it were me?”).
e Share a clear sense of purpose (What is this task, process, or project for?).
e Speak up about what must be said (do not avoid issues by “reading the
atmosphere”).
e Create opportunities for mutual learning (expand knowledge and perspectives).
e Leave significance beyond the time frame (remain conscious of purpose and
outcomes).
e Think about actions that will lead to the next step (apply knowledge effectively).
e Transform the organization into a “self-renewing organization” (foster the ability
to proactively drive change).
While the individual approaches to these lessons will be discussed at another time, the
important point is that they must not be treated as temporary measures—they must
become embedded in the organizational culture. Even today, many corporate scandals
occur, and it is regrettable that post-incident comments often conclude that the root
cause was insufficient governance.
In the failures above, both strategy and organizational perspective were central.
Strategy—and the organizational structures that accompany it—exist to be executed,
not merely to be documented as part of a securities report. Where applicable, leaders
must reflect deeply on this point, and regardless of whether an audit demands it,
management should continually ensure that the strategy is truly functioning. This is a
responsibility of leadership and a necessary part of the cultural foundation of the

organization.

Embedding these lessons into our organizational culture is essential to ensure

sustainable growth. — End of Report —
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