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Honda Motorcycles in America
The American Honda Motor Company was established as a subsidiary by Honda in 1959.  Honda initially took advantage of the high growth rate of their domestic markets.  They were quickly able to grow and take advantage of economies-of-scale, which provided them with a highly competitive cost position which they later used to penetrate the U.S. market.

This was a critical time in the industry in America as motorcycle registrations increased by over 800,000 in the years following 1960.  At the time there were only a few, but large, competitors:  Harley - Davidson of U.S.A, BSA, Triumph and Norton of the UK and Motto - Guzzi of Italy.  Harley-Davidson was the largest with sales in 1959 totaling $6.6 million.  These manufacturers built large, bulky motorcycles there were aimed at a limited target market.  They gave off the image that motorcycle riders were roughneck leather wearing animals, which many Americans did not find appealing.  To attract a wider range of people to their bikes, Honda had a "policy of selling, not primarily to confirmed motorcyclists but rather to members of the general public who had never before given a second thought to a motorcycle.” (SP p.116)  Honda invested heavily in advertising, using the theme "You meet the nicest people on a Honda" thereby disassociating themselves from the rowdy, Hell's Angels crowd.  

The small, lightweight Honda Supercub sold at under $250 compared to the bigger American or British machines which were retailing at around $1000 to $1500.  Honda’s was able to build its low cost motorcycle because of their extreme production and manufacturing efficiencies.  In 1960 Honda's research team comprised of around 700 designer and engineer staff compared to the 100 or so employed by their competitors showing the value which the company placed on innovation.  Production per man-year was 159 units in 1962, a figure not reached by Harley-Davidson until 1974. 

To enter the American market, Honda began its launch strictly on the west coast.  After their initial success in the west, Honda began to further expand, region by region, and over a period of four to five years they moved all of the way to the east coast.  Honda’s nationwide reach allowed them to reach a wider audience that was thirsty to get their hands on the small differentiated Honda motorbikes.  

By utilizing its dominant position in Japan, Honda was able to force entry into the U.S. market.  They were also able to redefine U.S. consumers’ concept of a motorcycle rider by aggressively marketing their “nice guy” image and exploit their competitive advantages via aggressive advertising and pricing.
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