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ABSTRACT 

This project analyses the bathhouse in Spirited Away as a fictional economy that reflects real-

world practices. It explores labour systems, consumer behaviour, management theories, and 

economic themes such as monopoly and resource allocation. Comparisons with historical 

industries, modern hospitality, and globalisation highlight how businesses structures influence 

both workers and customers. Cultural and ethical discussions further show how values shape 

economic behaviour and decision making. The study concludes that the bathhouse is not just 

fantasy but a mirror of real economic and managerial realities, offering lessons in leadership, 

responsibility, and sustainability. 

INTRODUCTION 

Studio Ghibli films are widely recognised for their imaginative storytelling, richly constructed 

worlds, and unique animation style, and ‘Spirited Away’, one of the most iconic movies of all 

time, exemplifies this distinction. Beyond its artistic and narrative achievements, the film 

provides a framework for examining economic and business concepts through a fictional lens. 

This paper explores the bathhouse in Spirited Away as a conceptual economy, analysing its 

organisational structure, labour dynamics, and management practices. This study demonstrates 

how economic and business frameworks can be meaningfully applied to imaginative settings, 

offering insights into both real-world and conceptual systems. 

Through this analysis, the paper aims to highlight the broader applicability of economic and 

business principles, showing how structured economic interactions and management strategies 

can be observed and interpreted even within a fantastical narrative. This approach underscores 

the potential of interdisciplinary studies to bridge creative media and economic understanding. 
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SPIRITED AWAY OVERVIEW 

Characters in the Movie 

Chihiro: The protagonist, a young girl who must navigate the bathhouse and grow through 

courage, adaptability and responsibility. 

Haku: A mysterious boy and bathhouse worker who guides and mentors Chihiro, helping her 

navigate the supernatural world. 

Yubaba: The bathhouse owner and primary antagonist, a powerful and controlling figure who 

oversees all operations and staff. 

Zeniba: Yubaba’s twin sister, who contrasts Yubaba’s authority with kindness and wisdom, 

playing a pivotal role in Chihiro’s journey and moral growth. 

No-Face: An enigmatic spirit whose behaviour reflects themes of greed, desire, and the 

consequences of unregulated consumption. 

Kamaji: The boiler man of the bathhouse, working tirelessly with his six arms to keep furnaces 

running. He helped give Chihiro a head-start to her work and survival in that world. 

Lin: A bathhouse worker who becomes Chihiro’s friend and mentor, assisting her in adapting to 

the bathhouse environment. 

Soot Sprites: Small creatures that carry coal to the furnace and assist Kamaji in operating the 

boiler room. 

Others: The other workers in the bathhouse (some with small dialogues, some without any 

dialogues at all), Yubaba’s assistants (yu-bird, kashira), other customers at the bathhouse. 

About the Movie 

Spirited Away, directed by Hayao Miyazaki and produced by Studio Ghibli, follows the story of 

Chihiro, a young girl who becomes trapped in an abandoned theme park where she comes across 

a mysterious bathhouse. Soon after, her parents are transformed into pigs as a result of their 

gluttony, leaving Chihiro to navigate the complex social and operational systems of the 

bathhouse on her own in order to save them and return to the human world. 

Guided by Haku, Chihiro is told to go to Yubaba to find a job in the bathhouse so that she cam 

adapt quickly to the rules of the unfamiliar environment. Throughout her time there, she faces a 
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variety of challenges that test her courage, perseverance, and adaptability. No-Face plays a 

pivotal role in her growth, teaching her lessons about trust, responsibility, and moral judgement. 

As Chihiro navigates the demanding routines of the bathhouse, she gradually discovers her own 

resilience. Her journey is marked by both tangible achievements (completing tasks and gaining 

recognition) and personal growth, as she learns to transform from a timid and dependent child 

into a confident and capable individual. 

The Bathhouse and its World 

The bathhouse serves as a central hub of a vibrant, self-contained spirit world. Spirits enter from 

the surrounding environment, most notably in the river scene where they arrive by boat, 

emphasizing the bathhouse as a focal point where the supernatural and everyday intersect. 

The surrounding city, with its restaurants, shops and other establishments catering to spirits, 

forms an interconnected ecosystem. The bathhouse stands at the centre of this network, 

coordinating labour, services, and resources to maintain balance and meet the continuous flow of 

demand. 

Inside, clearly defined roles, specialised services, and hierarchical rules ensure smooth operation. 

Workers’ interactions and the organisation of services reflect a structured environment that 

balances order and efficiency. This complex system not only drives the narrative but also 

provides a foundation for the economic and business dynamics. 

About the Creator 

Hayao Miyazaki is one of the most influential animators and filmmakers in the history of 

Japanese cinema. Known for his imaginative storytelling, meticulous attention to detail, and 

integration of social commentary, Miyazaki often explores themes of human responsibility, and 

complexities of social structures. 

In Spirited Away, his purpose was to craft a narrative that blends magical storytelling with 

reflections on human behaviour, work ethics, and social organisation. Through the bathhouse and 

its characters, he provides a setting in which audiences can witness lessons about labour, 

management, and ethical engagement, all embedded within a visually stunning and imaginary 

imaginative world. 
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Awards 

56th Mainichi Film Awards 2001 

Best Film Spirited Away Won 

[120]
 

Best Animated Film Spirited Away Won 

Best Director  

Hayao 

Miyazaki  

Won 

25th Japan Academy Award 

2002 

Best Film Spirited Away Won [121]
 

Tokyo Anime Award  

Animation of the Year Spirited Away Won 

[122]
 

Best Director 
Hayao 

Miyazaki 
Won 

75th Academy Awards  

2003 

Best Animated Feature  Spirited Away Won [123]
 

30th Annie Awards  

Best Animated Feature  Spirited Away Won 

[124]
 

Directing in an Animated Feature 

Production 

Hayao 

Miyazaki 
Won 

29th Saturn Awards  Best Animated Film Spirited Away Won 
[125]

 
[126] 

57th British Academy Film 

Awards  

2004 
Best Film Not in the English 

Language  

Spirited Away Nominated 
[127]

 
[128] 

 

THE BATHHOUSE AS A BUSINESS ENTITY 

Organisational Structure 

The bathhouse operates under a clear hierarchical system, with Yubaba at the top overseeing all 

management decisions and maintaining overall control. Beneath her, managers and specialised 

staff handle distinct operational areas such as reception, bathing services, cleaning, cooking and 

customer assistance. This structured hierarchy ensures efficiency, accountability, and smooth 

coordination across all functions of the bathhouse. 
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Revenue Streams and Services Offered 

Primary revenue is generated through specialised services for spirits, including bathing, 

relaxation and personal care. Additional income likely comes from surrounding businesses such 

as restaurants, shops, and lodging that cater to the spirit clientele. By offering a range of services, 

the bathhouse maximises profitability while maintaining high customer satisfaction. 

Market Position and Unique Niche 

Within the spirit world, the bathhouse occupies a unique position as a premium service provider, 

combining exclusivity, quality and magical appeal. While on the train that takes Chihiro to 

Zeniba, she observes spirits with briefcases, so we can imagine that those spirits engage in 

routine work similar to human corporate jobs and that the bathhouse isn’t the only place with 

spirits residing. However, unlike these ordinary workplaces, the bathhouse provides a 

specialised, immersive experience tailored to its clientele. Its comprehensive services, structured 

environment, and attention to detail allow it to stand out as a high value establishment. This 

distinction gives the bathhouse a competitive advantage, showing how strategic specialisation, 

quality, and reputation can secure a superior market position even in a fictional economy of 

spirits performing everyday labour.  

LABOUR AND WORK DYNAMICS 

Employees and Work Assignments 

The bathhouse employs a variety of staff. We could see in the movie that Lin works as one of the 

helpers as she supervises and assists newcomers like Chihiro. Another character we can see in 

the film is a frog spirit, who handles errands and guest interactions, we also see tons of food so 

there are roles like cooking and maintenance as well.  This division of labour ensures the 

bathhouse runs smoothly. 

Hierarchies and Management Control 

At the top is Yubaba, the authoritative manager who enforces rules and oversees all operations. 

Directly beneath her is Haku, her apprentice and right-hand figure, responsible for relaying 

orders and handling magical affairs. Senior attendants like Lin and Kamaji follow, with mid and 

lower level workers beneath them. Kashira ( the three green heads ) and Yu-Bird ( the crow like 

creature ) act as Yubaba’s assistants. 

Contracts and Obligations 
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Yubaba binds employees through magical contracts, stripping them of their original names to 

secure loyalty and obedience. This creates dependency and reduces personal freedom, mirroring 

restrictive labour contracts in the real world. 

Labour Exploitation 

Employees often face long hours and strenuous work in service of demanding spirits, 

highlighting labour exploitation. The pressure to obey strict rules and constantly satisfy 

customers mirrors the challenges of exploitative working conditions in competitive industries. 

Incentives and Motivation 

Despite Yubaba’s lack of genuine acknowledgement or encouragement, employees found 

motivation in different forms. Many workers relied on each other for support, forming bonds that 

helped them endure the demanding environment. Employment at the bathhouse also guaranteed 

shelter and food, which acted as strong incentives for compliance and continued labour. 

Interestingly, motivation also appeared in less structured ways, such as, when No-Face 

distributed gold pellets. These motivators highlight how workers sought value and recognition 

outside of the official system. 

Employee Turnover 

Turnover in the bathhouse was basically non-existent, as Yubaba bound workers with magical 

contracts that prevented them from leaving. Even Haku was trapped under her curse, ensuring 

loyalty through control. Chihiro getting to leave that place was an exception, and even then, it 

did not come easily. She had to pass Yubaba’s final test of recognising her parents among the 

pigs. This highlights that Yubaba’s authority extended beyond the workplace, using both fear and 

tests of obedience to maintain dominance and restrict freedom. 

CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR AND DEMAND 

Who are the Bathhouse Customers 

- River Spirits – Often come for cleansing and purification, especially when polluted by 

human activity. 

- Minor Spirits (Radish, Ducks) – Represent everyday customers seeking relaxation, food 

and entertainment. 

- Powerful Deities – Some patrons are higher status who visit to maintain their prestige and 

wellbeing. 

- Occasional Anomalies – Unpredictable customers like No-Face whose presence might 

disrupt the working of the bathhouse. 
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Patterns of Consumption 

- Night Time Revenue Peaks – The bathhouse sees its busiest hours at night when spirits 

arrive in large numbers. 

- Ritualistic Consumption – Spirits treat bathing, eating, and entertainment ass a part of 

spiritual and cultural rituals rather than casual leisure. 

- High spending outliers – Like the polluted river spirit who paid generously. 

- Routine vs. Extraordinary Demand – Regular customers who keep steady business 

running, while rare cases test the bathhouse’s adaptability and prestige. 

Economic Concepts 

- Luxury vs. Necessity – For most spirits, the bathhouse is a luxury, while for polluted 

ones, it becomes a necessity. 

- Supply and Demand – Limited rooms and workers create exclusivity, reinforcing its 

premium positioning. 

- Consumer Surplus – Many spirits willingly overpay, as seen with No-Face’s gold and the 

river spirit who brought in more revenue than usual. 

- Externalities – Positive: cleansing the river spirit restores nature; Negative: human 

pollution fuels demand for such services. 

COMPARISON WITH SOME MANAGEMENT THEORIES 

S.No. Management Theory Meaning of the Theory Application in the bathhouse 

 

1 

 

Fayol: Division of Work 

 

Work should be divided into 

smaller tasks and assigned to 
specialists to increase 

efficiency. 

 

Kamaji manages boilers, soot 

sprites carry coal, cleaners 
maintain hygiene, Haku relays on 

instructions given by Yubaba. 

 

 

2 

 

Fayol: Authority & 

Responsibility 

 

Authority is the right to give 

commands, while responsibility 

means accountability for the 
outcomes. 

 

 

Yubaba issues commands and 

exercises full power, but deflects 

accountability to her workers, 
creating an imbalance in power. 

 

3 

 
Fayol: Discipline 

 
Obedience to organisational 

rules and mutual respect and 

adherence to agreements. 

 
Workers are abruptly punished if 

rules are broken. Magical contracts 

reinforce compliance and 

discipline is enforced. 
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4 

 

Fayol: Unity of 

Command 

 

Each employee should receive 

orders from one superior only. 

 

Chihiro follows orders via Haku, 

and others report up through a 
single chain, avoiding confusion 

but reinforcing dependency. 

 

 

5 

 

Fayol: Centralisation 

 

The degree to which decision-

making authority is centralised 

at the top. 

 

All decisions, big and small, come 

from Yubaba, demonstrating 

strong central control. 
 

 

6 

 

Taylor: Science, Not 
Rule of Thumb 

 

Performance should be based 
on scientific methods rather 

than instinct or guesswork. 

 

Tasks like coal-carrying and boiler 
operation follow fixed, repeated 

patterns for uniformity. 

 

 

7 

 
Taylor: Harmony, Not 

Discord 

 
Managers and workers should 

maintain harmonious relations, 

not conflict. 

 
Lin supporting Chihiro shows peer 

harmony, but it arises from 

necessity, not from managerial 
design or encouragement. 

 

 

8 

 

Taylor: Cooperation, Not 
Individualism 

 

Emphasises teamwork between 
employees and management, 

not competition. 

 

Employees must collaborate to 
meet demands, especially in 

emergencies, though this 

cooperation is informal and born 
of survival. 

 

 

9 

 

Taylor: Development of 
Each Person to Highest 

Efficiency 

 

Workers should be trained and 
better matched to their roles for 

maximum productivity. 

 

Chihiro quickly adapts and learns 
new tasks, showing skill 

development, but this is driven by 

necessity and not structured 
training. 

 

 

ECONOMIC THEMES IN THE BATHHOUSE 

Monopoly, Power, and Control of Market 

- This refers to a situation where a single entity dominates the market, controlling supply, 

prices, and access to services.  



International Journal of Social Science and Economic Research 

ISSN: 2455-8834 

Volume:10, Issue:10 "October 2025" 

 

www.ijsser.org                              Copyright © IJSSER 2025, All rights reserved Page 5211 
 

- In the spirit world, Yubaba holds a monopoly through the bathhouse, as she alone dictates 

the rules, controls the workers, and provides an exclusive service that spirits cannot find 

elsewhere. 

Economic Control Tools- Currency, Contracts, Debt 

- This refers to the mechanisms used by those in power to enforce control, sustain 

exchange, and bind obligations. 

- In the bathhouse, Yubaba uses magical contracts to trap workers, such as Chihiro and 

Haku, under her control. Wages exist but are often overshowed because of the 

obligations. Gold, as when No-Face gives it out, is not a regular currency but a rare and 

precious form of wealth that triggers greed and chaos. Together, contracts, curses, and 

occasional economic rewards ensure that the workers remain loyal, while Yubaba 

maintains ultimate authority. 

Supply Chain of Goods and Services 

- This refers to how goods and services move from their source to the final customer. 

- In the bathhouse, the supply chain is clearly structured. Bath oils and food are prepared 

and delivered, Lin distributes meals and helps newcomers, and Kamaji oversees the 

boilers to ensure hot water and other essentials are available to the guests. 

Resource Allocation and Efficiency 

- This refers to how scarce resources such as labour, time, and goods are distributed to 

maximise productivity.  

- In the bathhouse, efficiency is demonstrated by the soot sprites who work tirelessly to 

carry coal, and by Kamaji who manages the boiler room. However, inefficiency also 

exists due to Yubaba’s rigid hierarchy, which may slow down decision making and leaves 

tasks for others, like Chihiro, to resolve. 

COMPARISON WITH REAL WORLD ECONOMIES 

S.No. Aspect Meaning Real World Relation to the 

Bathhouse 

 

1 

 

Historical 

labour and 

service 

industries 

 

Many service 

industries in 

history (like inns, 

bathhouses, or 

mines) relied on 

 

Industrial Revolution 

factories, feudal 

servants, and early 

service sectors tied 

workers with little 

 

Workers in the bathhouse 

are bound by contracts and 

strict rules, mirroring 

labour dependency in 

historical service 
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strict hierarchies, 

harsh conditions, 

and worker 

dependence. 

 

freedom. industries. 

 

2 

 

Modern 

hospitality or 

entertainment 

sectors 

 

Hospitality today 

thrives on 

customer 

experience, 

luxury and high 

spending. 

 

Hotels, spas, and 

theme parks like 

Disneyland focus on 

creating immersive, 

high-quality 

experiences for 

consumers. 

 

 

The bathhouse mirrors this 

as it provides indulgent 

services to spirits, 

emphasising customer 

satisfaction and 

extravagance. 

 

3 

 

Business 

strategy and 

labour 

management 

 

Effective 

businesses 

balance profit, 

leadership, and 

workforce 

motivation. 

 

 

Modern firms adopt 

strategies like fair pay, 

motivation, and ethical 

practices to retain 

workers. 

 

Yubaba focuses on control 

over motivation, showing 

the risks of exploitative 

management styles. 

 

4 

 

Globalisation 

& cultural 

exchange 

 

Industries must 

adapt when 

cultures and 

people from 

different 

backgrounds 

interact. 

 

 

Tourism brings diverse 

visitors requiring 

cultural sensitivity but 

also can cause 

pressure, tension or 

challenges. 

 

The bathhouse hosts spirits 

from different regions and 

traditions, reflecting both 

the opportunity and 

conflict of cultural 

exchange. 
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CULTURAL AND ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Reflection on Morality, Exploitation, and Ethics in Fictional Economies 

- This refers to the ethical issues that arise when businesses prioritise profit over people, 

leading to exploitation, loss of dignity, and moral dilemmas. 

- Yubaba binds workers with contracts, strips them of their names, and controls them 

through fear. This raises questions about fairness, freedom, and the morality of valuing 

money above human well-being. 

Influence of Culture on Economic Behaviour and Business Practices 

- This refers to how cultural traditions, values, and social norms shape the way businesses 

operate and how consumers behave in an economy. 

- The bathhouse reflects Japanese cultural practices such as purification rituals, respect for 

hierarchy, and the value of hospitality. These influence the way services are offered, 

customers are treated, and order is maintained. 

Lessons for Sustainability, Social Responsibility, and Ethical Management 

- This refers to the responsibility of businesses to operate in ways that protect the 

environment, support communities, and balance profit with long-term ethical practices. 

- The pollution of the river spirit shows the harm caused by neglecting environmental care, 

while No-Face’s greed highlights the dangers of unsustainable overconsumption. These 

moments teach the importance of sustainability, responsibility, and ethical leadership. 

CONCLUSION 

The bathhouse in Spirited Away captures the essence of how economies, organisations, and 

power structures function. It illustrates how control, contracts, and leadership can dictate the 

lives of workers, while also showing how courage and ethical choices can challenge those 

systems. By connecting this fictional economy to real world examples, we can see that 

businesses are never just about profit, but also about responsibility towards workers, customers, 

culture, and society at large. 

The film suggests that economic systems mirror human values, greed creates exploitation, but 

empathy and fairness can foster growth. This reflection pushes us to ask important questions 

about our own economies.  

In conclusion, the bathhouse reminds us that while power can bind people, ethical leadership and 

integrity have the strength to set them free. 
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