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In the first part of the presentation, Shizuka Hashimoto spoke about the Neighborhood Associations in Japan. These associations help clean streets, prevent crime, maintain communal facilities, communicate among residents, plan festivals and other events, and interact with the government in a hierarchical system of organization. These associations sprouted up at the end of the 19th century in response to a rising need for public services and grew in the mid part of the 20th century.

In one case study, Mr. Hasimoto found that the Neighborhood Associations worked well with local governmental agencies to promote growth in Hatoyama, Saitama. In Iide, Yamagata, he found that the regional government again accepted proposals that came out of district consensus building. In both cases, the associations appeared to promote the ideals of deliberative democracy.


Using Neighborhood Associations to make decisions has both strengths and weaknesses. With strong social bonds and participation rates, they help build mobilization, representation, and communication among community members. One weakness lies in the fact that since each household appoints one representative, elderly men tend to dominate the decision-making process. Representatives also do not always play their expected roles as liaisons between the rest of the community. Perhaps as a result of these two weaknesses, critics point to decreasing membership in Neighborhood Associations and the weakening of social ties in Japanese communities.

In the second part of the presentation, Masahiro Matsuura talked about the difficulties and successes of importing consensus-building techniques to a Japanese setting. Mr. Matsuura studied a specific situation in which the Japanese government organized a process using American consensus building to manage a dispute over how to decrease traffic at the Kita-josanjima Intersection. The government, along with a not-for-profit organization, the local university, and a consultant, organized 21 stakeholders representing government, citizens, business, interest groups, and local communities to study and evaluate 47 possible options for redoing the intersection.


Mr. Matsuura found that negotiation follows a slightly different process in Japan than in the United States. Japanese, for instance, often feel shy about speaking up in public. They also use age as an important determination of status and have a more hierarchical governmental structure. The facilitators made some important adaptations in the process to account for these cultural differences. For example, a complex system of post-it notes made voicing opinion easier and more anonymous. In addition, the team of non-partisan neutrals chose an older man as the leading facilitator to assure that he would receive respect from the other participants. Ultimately, the group successfully selected 8 options out of the 47 and presented them to the government.


Mr. Matsuura found that adaptation alone was not sufficient to import consensus building in Japan. Changing the mentality of participants and participating organizations at all stages of the process proved equally important. Organizers had to adopt new roles, norms, and rules and change the way in which they deliberated and planned. The government had to relinquish some of their power and listen to other stakeholders, and community representatives had to learn how to represent their entire communities, not just themselves. Thus, he argues that the transfer of consensus building from the U.S. to other nations requires both process adaptation and organizational change.

