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On May 10, the US Office of Science
and Technology Policy (OSTP) hosted
a summit at the White House titled
Artificial Intelligence for American
Industry. The gathering of more than
100 senior government officials, technical
experts from top academic institutions,
heads of industrial research labs, and
representatives of 36 companies discussed
artificial intelligence (AI) research
and development and the application
of the technology to industries such
as manufacturing, financial services,
transportation and logistics, and healthcare.
FITTER FUTURE
It’s that last one that we talk about in this
issue of The ACCJ Journal, and the story
that you will find on page 26 connected
with me on a personal level. AI, coupled
with virtual reality (VR) and augmented
reality (AR), promises to revolutionize
medical procedures.

Over the past two years, I have undergone
eye surgery five times. Each time I go under
the knife, I hope that, when the bandages
come off, my vision will be restored—but
the results have been less than ideal. Yet, I
know that achieving even this level of repair
would have been difficult 10 years ago.
What does the next decade hold? What if
my surgeon could go through the procedure
multiple times in VR—using a computergenerated model of my retina—assisted by
AI that has run through all the variables and
formulated the most effective treatment?
The possibilities are exciting.
BUSINESS POTENTIAL
But healthcare is just one of the areas
set to be revolutionized by AI. Ian Buck,
vice president of the Accelerated Computing
business unit at NVIDIA, which makes
graphics processing units, was one of the
industry leaders who attended the OSTP
summit. He also testified recently before
the US Congress, saying: “AI represents
the biggest technological and economic
shift in our lifetime. The stakes are huge—
trillions of dollars in opportunity for
American companies.”

EDITOR’S DESK

VIRTUAL
BENEFIT
It could also be a big shift for Japan.
The report How AI Boosts Industry
Profits and Innovation, published in
2017 by global consultant Accenture,
predicts that Japan’s annual growth rate
will get a 1.9-percent lift from AI by
2035. To achieve this, however, Japan
must not lose momentum. Although it
became the second country to unveil
a national AI strategy plan in 2017—
Canada was the first in 2016—the 2018
AI budget of ¥77.04 billion ($694 million)
is about 20 percent less than that of the
United States.
Despite its higher spending, the
United States has no national strategy,
which brings us back to the OSTP
summit. A US plan combined with
that of Japan’s Artificial Intelligence
Technology Strategy Council could
allow the two countries to lead the way.
It’s a huge opportunity for the bilateral
relationship that could bring great
benefits—and better health—to us all. n
A flagship publication of the American
Chamber of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ),
The ACCJ Journal is a business magazine
with a 55-year history.
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70 Years
of Success

PRESIDENT

By Sachin N. Shah
ACCJ President

T

his is a special month for the American Chamber of
Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) as August 24 marks the 70th
anniversary of our founding.
Since 1948, the ACCJ has pursued its mission to promote
the interests of US companies and members, advance bilateral
commercial ties, and improve the international business
environment in Japan.
From its origins as a coalition of 40 US businesses in postwar Japan, the ACCJ has grown to become the largest and most
influential foreign business association in the world’s thirdlargest economy. Many of our 1,000 member companies—large
and small—have been doing business here for decades, bringing
investment, tens of thousands of jobs to Japan, and contributing to
economic growth back home.
The bilateral relationship was characterized by trade friction
through the 1970s and 1980s, but large-scale Japanese investment
in the United States—together with improvement in marketaccess issues for US companies—helped ease tensions and bring
about the deeper economic partnership our two countries enjoy.
ACCJ advocacy has helped lay the foundation for Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s strategy to boost productivity and
revive the economy, and the chamber has become a leading
voice on female empowerment. Both examples highlight how
US companies can provide solutions to critical issues facing
Japan’s economy and society.
LOOKING FORWARD
Today, US companies in Japan once again face a changing environ
ment and an evolving US–Japan partnership. In response, the
ACCJ is making several important changes to modernize our
operations, enhance member value, and advance our mission.
For the ACCJ, advocacy is about effecting change in policy
and practices at the government, business, and individual levels
through information sharing, dialogue, and development of
policy proposals. We are making changes to bring sharper focus
and urgency to our activities and to enhance our position as the
preeminent voice for US business in Japan.
Because many of the opportunities and challenges, such as
an aging society, that ACCJ members face today cut across
traditional industry lines, the chamber has begun to prioritize its
advocacy around five cross-cutting themes that further Japan’s
growth potential:

�
�
�
�
�

US–Japan Economic Partnership
Digital Economy
Health & Retirement
Tourism, Sports & Hospitality
Workforce Productivity

Additionally, we launched three new councils to strengthen
engagement with key member groups and better align the
top-down/bottom-up aspects of our activities: The Committee
Excellence Advisory Council (CEAC) helps leaders of the
more than 60 ACCJ committees be more effective in their
important work, while the Small Company and F500 CEO
Advisory Councils were established to give leaders of member
companies of all sizes a way to ensure their business priorities
are represented in the chamber’s agenda.
The Small Company CEO Advisory Council is already fast
at work, collaborating closely with the Taxation Committee
regarding US tax rules that unfairly disadvantage US citizens
who own small businesses overseas. These efforts underscore
the importance of advocacy for all member companies—not
just large multinationals.
ENHANCING MEMBER VALUE
It’s not just the external environment that is changing:
Over the past several years, ACCJ membership has grown
and become more diverse. We have a record number of
Corporate Sustaining Members, more Japanese members,
more women, and more young professionals.
We now face a gap between the type of communication
and information members want and what the chamber
provides. The Membership Value Project (MVP) team is
finalizing its recommendations for more closely aligning
the ACCJ value proposition to the needs of our growing
and diverse membership. As a part of this, the board of
governors agreed on the key components of a high-level
plan to improve how the chamber engages members and
shares information, with digital communication set to
become a key part of how we operate.
We can be proud of how far the ACCJ has come over the
past 70 years, but, to achieve our mission for another 70,
we need to continue to evolve in response to the external
environment and the commercial needs of our members.
I wish you all an enjoyable and restful summer, and look
forward to working with you in the second half of 2018
as we continue to pursue the ACCJ’s important mission.
Please contact me if you have questions or comments at:
sshah@accj.or.jp n

For more on the ACCJ’s history, please
see pages 16–21 in this issue.
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CEO Forum
Information sharing at the highest level
By C Bryan Jones

A

s the American Chamber of
Commerce in Japan (ACCJ)
works to further engage member
executives, three mechanisms have
been created through which CEOs can
communicate their priorities and issues.
In this way, business leaders can play
a bigger role in developing the ACCJ’s
advocacy agenda.
In the May issue of The ACCJ Journal,
we talked about two of these three groups:
the F500 CEO Advisory Council and the
Small Company CEO Advisory Council,
both of which provide perspectives on the
ACCJ’s advocacy agenda, and strengthen
the voice of the chamber as it continues to
work on behalf of US businesses in Japan.
The third is the CEO Forum, a networking
and information sharing group that hosts
events with high-profile speakers as
well as opportunities for leaders to share
ideas. Co-chaired by James Feliciano,

From left: ACCJ President Sachin N. Shah,
baseball legend Sadaharu Oh, and Harry Hill

James Feliciano speaks at the July 11 CEO Forum at the Andaz Rooftop Bar.

president of biopharmaceutical company
AbbVie G.K., and Harry Hill, member of
the board, New Business Development
at Oak Lawn Marketing, Inc., the
CEO Forum is open to representative
members of our corporate sustaining
member companies (CSMs), which
includes US, non-US, large, medium,
and small businesses.
So far in 2018, the CEO Forum has
hosted engaging and dynamic VIP meetand-greet luncheons with Japan’s home run
king Sadaharu Oh, Japan–U.S. Business
Council Chairman Nobuyuki Hirano, and
Andrew Liveris, former chairman and
CEO of The Dow Chemical Company.
On September 10, Takashi Goto, president,
CEO & representative director of
Seibu Holdings Inc., will speak about the
development of Tokyo in the build-up to—
and after—the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and
Paralympic Games.

Feliciano, who is taking over as CEO
Forum co-chair from Sarah Casanova,
CEO of McDonald’s Company (Japan) Ltd.,
explained why the group is so important
to the ACCJ’s mission: “Through its efforts,
the forum has become a premier platform
for both networking and information
sharing among leading executives in Japan.
Moving forward, we hope to build upon
this success, expanding our programming
and offering new opportunities to engage
and inform our executive membership.
This will soon start with a monthly
CEO Forum Breakfast Roundtable, through
which we hope to establish an open platform
for senior leaders to discuss emerging
industry trends, pressing business issues,
and out-of-the box management ideas
that can benefit our daily work and lives.
I encourage my fellow CSM executives to
join us and look forward to seeing you at
a future event!” n

We hope to establish an open platform for senior leaders to discuss emerging industry
trends, pressing business issues, and out-of-the box management ideas
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1 J-Global CEO Jon James Lynch presented an

ACCJ
EVENTS

event titled ”IT Success Across Cultures: Improving
Communication, Engagement and Business
Performance of Diverse Teams in Japan” at the
ACCJ office in Tokyo on July 19.

2 From left: ACCJ President Sachin N. Shah, ACCJ-

1

Chubu Community Service Committee Vice-Chair
Chris Zarodkiewicz, and students representing the
2018 Chubu Children’s Fund scholarship recipients,
with GDI Communications CEO James Hedden and
ACCJ-Chubu External Affairs Committee Co-Chair
Erik Olson Kikuchi at the Pre-Walkathon Board of
Governors Cocktail Reception on May 19 at
Hilton Nagoya. PHOTO BY ANDY BOONE

3 Guest speaker So Saito (left), principal of So Law Office,
shakes hands with Alternative Investment Committee
Vice-Chair Christopher P. Wells at the event
“Understanding Blockchain Investments: Virtual
Currencies and Japan Regulations” on July 10 at
the ACCJ office in Tokyo.

4 En world President and Representative Director, Japan,
Vijay Deol (left) and Shinji Kuriyama, managing director
and head of corporate banking for Wells Fargo Japan,
at the July CEO Forum on July 11 at the Rooftop Bar
in Andaz, Toranomon Hills.

5 The ACCJ Education Committee held a special event
2

entitled “Preparing Yourself for a Global Career:
Seminar and Networking Reception for Interns and
JETs Interested in Global Careers” on July 18 with the
support of the Embassy of the United States in Japan.
The event was hosted by Amway Japan G.K. in Shibuya.

6 The third event in the Young Professionals Mentorship
Series, with H&R Consultants K.K. President and
ACCJ Living in Chubu Committee Chair Bryce Conlan,
was held on June 19 at Hilton Nagoya.

UPCOMING EVENTS

3

4

Please visit www.accj.or.jp for a complete
list of upcoming ACCJ events or check our
weekly e-newsletter, The ACCJ Insider.
• AUGUST 7

Innovation in the USA: Learn About the First
“A” in NASA and Their Extensive Aeronautics
Research Portfolio
• AUGUST 9

China’s Crisis of Success: An evening with
Author Bill Overholt
• AUGUST 23

AI In the Workplace
5

SAVE THE DATE
• SEP 13

2018 Kansai Women in Business Summit
• DEC 8

ACCJ Charity Ball 2018 Nashville Nights
facebook.com/The.ACCJ
twitter.com/AmChamJapan
youtube.com/user/AmChamJapan
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Women, Work,
and Wages
A look at Japan’s latest laws
By C Bryan Jones

I

ncreasing opportunities for women
in the workforce is a key part of the
efforts of Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe to boost the economy. On
July 13, at The Place of Tokyo, Littler
Mendelson P.C. shareholder Trent Sutton
and special counsel Aki Tanaka spoke to
members of the American Chamber of
Commerce in Japan about the current
state of women, work, and wages.
WOMEN AT WORK
Globally, women’s participation in the
workforce decreased from 52.4 percent to
49.6 percent between 1995 and 2015, but
that number doesn’t tell the whole story,
Sutton said.
“Even though we’ve seen a decrease
in workforce participation, we’ve seen
an increase in female executives. Twenty
years ago, none of the S&P organizations
had a female executive. Now we’ve seen
that number increase. It’s 5.2 percent, but
when you consider that it was zero before,
that’s good progress.”
Participation at the board level is
growing at a faster rate, he added. Some
1,100—or 20.2 percent—of chairs are
now filled by women on the boards of
directors of Fortune 500 companies in the
United States. In Japan, however, a mere
0.8 percent of such members are women.
To climb to the top levels of management,
women must first have an environment
that allows work–life balance. Childbirth
often pulls Japanese women away from the
workforce, and while leave and benefits do
exist, they lag other nations. Countries such
as the United Kingdom offer generous leave

before and after birth, and US labor laws
provide for more as well. The situation is
improving for Japanese mothers, however.
WORKING HOURS
Regardless of gender, excessive time spent
in the office is an issue that has been in
the spotlight in Japan in recent years. A
revision of the country’s labor laws was
passed in June, and one of the biggest
things lawmakers hope to accomplish
is to reduce working hours and limit
overtime, said Tanaka, who is a former
vice-chair of the ACCJ–Kansai Women
in Business Committee.
The revised law stipulates that overtime
should be less than 45 hours per month
and 350 hours per year, but does provide
flexibility for employers. Under special
circumstances, overtime can be extended
up to 100 hours per month and 720 hours
per year—but this should occur fewer
than six months a year.
“Another component of the new legis
lation is that it is going to increase the
overtime premium for small and midsized employers,” Tanaka added. Right
now, companies with less than ¥50 million
in capital or fewer than 100 employees
are exempt from the rules concerning
premium rates when overtime hours
exceed 60 per month. But that exemption
will be abolished on April 1, 2023.
EQUAL PAY
While women around the world continue
to earn less than men for the same work,
the situation in Japan is significantly worse.
Among members of the Organisation for

Economic Co-operation and Development,
wage disparity is lowest in Australia at
15.4 percent and is 18.1 percent in the
United States. In Japan, however, the
gap widens drastically to 25.9 percent.
One reason for the jump is that
40 percent of Japan’s workforce is made
up of “irregular” employees, those on
short-term contracts that often include
limited or no benefits, and 70 percent of
these workers are women.
Revisions to the law explicitly prohibit
the unfair difference in employment
conditions and benefits—including
base salary and bonuses—for limitedterm employees.
“Pay equity around the globe has really
gotten a lot more attention,” Sutton said.
“The evidence really does show that the
more women working in the economy
the greater the GDP and the greater the
growth of the country. And if we can treat
women the same way, that has an even
bigger impact.”
Pressuring companies to change through
legal channels, an effective means in other
countries, may not work in Japan, Tanaka
feels. “I can easily imagine the situation in
which a woman brings a lawsuit over pay
and then everyone in Japan criticizes her,
saying, ‘You just want to have your own
profit.’ That’s not something women are
allowed to do in Japan.”
So it’s up to the government through
revised laws, and companies through
ongoing initiatives, to improve the
landscape for women in business. Pro
gress is being made, even if the pace is
slower than would be desired. n

Globally, women’s participation in the workforce decreased from
52.4 percent to 49.6 percent between 1995 and 2015.
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Labor Market
Dualism
Japan’s productivity conundrum
By Yumiko Murakami

O

ver the past two decades, Japan’s
labor productivity has been hovering
at around 20th among member
nations of the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD)
and in the last place among the G7 nations.
Contrary to the popular perception of
Japan as having long working hours,
macro statistics show that per-head
labor input—or actual working hours—
has been steadily declining over the
past 20 years and is now in line with
most European countries as well as the
United States and Canada.
INACCURATE PICTURE
What is the outcome of shorter working
hours combined with low productivity?
It’s simple math. Japan’s per-capita gross
domestic product is less today than that
of half the top European countries and
two-thirds of the United States.
Something I call “labor market dualism”
is at work behind the scenes in Japan,
causing serious structural issues. Irregular
workers, most of whom are women, now
comprise about 40 percent of the total
labor market, which has almost doubled
in size since the 1980s.
The majority of these irregular workers
have limited or moderate working hours
and less compensation than full-time
workers. While most regular workers
spend insanely long hours on the job, the
increasing portion of irregular workers
makes the macro data look as if Japanese
people are working less.
FINDING SOLUTIONS
Addressing the issue of labor-market
dualism may help Japan find solutions for
this productivity conundrum Allowing
irregular staff to work longer hours
or simply paying higher salaries is not

the solution, in my opinion. Rather,
convertibility between regular and irre
gular workers based on merit, as well
as greater job mobility, would lead to a
more optimal allocation of talent within
companies and in the broader economy.
By deregulating labor law, the lifetime
employment system and senioritybased promotion scheme in Japan—
both of which apply only to regular
workers—should eventually be replaced
by a merit-based approach. Instead
of age, gender, or even nationality,
determination of one’s qualifications
should be based on skill level.
Most companies in Japan are not
embracing merit-based human capital
management. However, there are encou
raging signs that suggest a gradual change.
For example, some companies now
give their high-performing, irregular
workers the option to convert their
employment contracts to those of
regular workers. Others have started to
allow employees to have second jobs, a
practice that was unthinkable just a few
years ago. Laterally hired employees,
who have traditionally been sidelined
from main career tracks, are starting
to enjoy upward mobility within their
companies. And the newly introduced

workstyle reform bill, which has been
designed to promote equal pay for equal
work, will hopefully accelerate these trends.
INGREDIENTS FOR SUCCESS
Another important element to improve
labor productivity is Japan’s business
dynamism. The rate at which Japanese
companies exit and enter business is ex
tremely low in Japan, at about 5 percent.
This is compared with double-digit rates
in most OECD countries. Simply put,
there are too many old zombie companies
in Japan and smaller companies rarely
grow due to high barriers.
Innovative entrepreneurship is a
critical component of driving new
business, which then becomes a force
in reallocating financial and human
resources to growth segments of the
economy. Policies to encourage industry
diversification should be given priority
on the Japanese government’s agenda.
Revision of the bankruptcy law to
provide better protection of personal
assets, for example, would stimulate the
risk appetite of young entrepreneurs.
The good news is that Japan already
has a number of the ingredients needed
to boost its labor productivity, such as a
highly educated workforce, ample capital,
a solid social infrastructure, and advanced
technologies. Even a shrinking population
could potentially work in Japan’s favor as
it forces society to embrace the techno
logical revolution to compensate for the
dwindling number of workers. For Japan
to make a leap, it must implement much
needed structural reforms. They are not
pain-free, but the results will be rewarding. n

Yumiko Murakami is head of the
Tokyo Centre for the OECD.
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How Strong Is Your Core?
2018 Women in Business Summit focuses on
middle management in work-style reform
By Kina Jackson

I

n the health and fitness world, a lot
of attention is paid to developing a
strong core. Core exercises are the most
neglected part of a workout. But with
strong core muscles, it’s easier to do most
activities and stay flexible. A weak core
impacts everything you do. It will delay
your progress, reduce endurance, and
lead to strain and difficulties over time.
Mid-level managers—much like your core
muscles—are the link that keeps your
organization working smoothly. But they
are often overlooked.
IT’S COMPLICATED
Mid-level managers have their feet in two
worlds. They receive big-picture strategy
from above but also must oversee the
execution of that strategy by those below.
This presents a peculiar challenge: being
a leader as well as a follower. Trying to keep
both groups happy can result in anxiety
and stress. According to a study of 22,000
full-time workers conducted by Columbia
University, “Middle managers experience
the highest rates of depression and anxiety
(19%) relative to their superiors (14%) and
subordinates (11%).”
Many believe that change must come
from the top, but it is mid-level mana
gement that is closest to the boots on the
ground. They effect firsthand how policy
is implemented. In Japan, hierarchical
relationships can create an extra layer
of difficulty for those trying to enact
reform. In a 2013 study of 56 companies
published by the Harvard Business Review
across varied industries, a majority
failed large-scale change and innovation.
“A hallmark of the successful 32 percent
was the involvement of mid-level managers
two or more levels below the CEO,” the
report says. Behold the true influencers of
organizational culture.
How can we leverage their position
to foster real change? In the past, there
has been a tendency to reserve coaching

and leadership development to executive
levels, but there has been a rise in pro
grams designed specifically for middle
managers in recent years. Whether in the
form of empowerment to have productive
dialogue and ask for what they need from
senior management, or techniques for
alleviating the aforementioned stress and
anxiety, effective middle managers are
critical to success in any business.
SUMMIT IMPACT
This year marks the fourth ACCJ-Kansai
Women in Business Summit, which
attracts more than 200 participants
from a wide range of sectors. One of the
key takeaways of each gathering is that
reducing challenges for women in the
workforce benefits everyone.
From the inaugural theme of strength
ening diversity in the workplace to
changing organizational culture to driving
productivity and performance through
workplace reform, each year builds off
of the previous to foster learning and
implementation of best practices.
At last year’s summit, we learned how
work-style reform leads to professional
and productivity gains as well as higher

profit. This year’s theme is Work-Style
Reform: Empowering the Middle, and
we will dig a bit deeper into just how to
achieve change—and the business case for
it—by focusing on mid-level managers.
SNEAK PEEK
The Kansai Summit offers a framework
and tools for getting positive results,
and the keynote will emphasize why the
empowerment of middle managers is
important for business. A panel discus
sion will highlight the challenges and
concerns that these managers face and
provide advice for dealing with them.
A highly interactive plenary session will
spotlight the importance of inclusion and
unconscious bias in successful work-style
reform, and interactive workshops will
offer opportunities to build skills, gain
knowledge, and share ideas for success.
Join us on September 13 at the Hilton
Osaka for a day of learning how to lead
more effectively from the core. n
Kina Jackson is a translator at KJ Consulting
and co-founder of dining rewards platform
Gochiso. She is also a member of the ACCJ–
Kansai Women in Business Committee.

MARK YOUR CALENDAR: WOMEN IN BUSINESS SUMMITS
KANSAI
September 13, 2018
1:00–8:00 p.m. at
The Hilton Osaka

CHUBU
October 25, 2018
3:00–6:00 p.m. at
Hotel Nagoya Castle

TOKYO
February 28, 2019
ANA InterContinental
Time TBA
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The ACCJ at

A look at the evolution of advocacy, influence, and diversity

二〇一八年八月一日発行

By C Bryan Jones and Kana Ono

O

第五十五巻 8 号

ジャーナル

n August 24, 1948, representatives of 40 US companies
came together to form what would become the most
influential foreign business organization in Japan as a
means to further develop commerce between the United States
and Japan, promote the interests of US companies and
members, and improve the international business environment.
Seventy years later, there is no doubt that the Tokyo-based
American Chamber of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) is
succeeding in this mission. The seven-decade road has
been full of challenges, but the resilience of the ACCJ
and the business leaders who guide it has created—and

毎月一日発行

THE AMERICAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE IN JAPAN

YEARS OF BRINGING
BUSINESS TOGETHER

From left: George Purdy, US Ambassador James D. Hodgson, and
James Adachi at a 1976 ACCJ briefing breakfast
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continues to nurture—wonderful opportunities for US
companies in the world’s third-largest economy.
Page 16
In celebration of this milestone, let’s look back at the
chamber’s journey.

THE START
Following World War II, those doing business in Japan had
difficulty making their voice heard. As former Director of
turbine maker Williams International, Vernon R. Stolle,
a founding member of the ACCJ, explained: “In the very
early days, we lived with the Occupation as our only final 7/24/18
voice. We had only a nominal relationship with the Japanese
government, and the name ‘foreign trader’ was likely to close
more doors than it would open. We all lived on the defensive.
We were not asking for illegal or unusual measures, just
reasonable freedom and a bonfire for all the red tape.
Consequently, a group of us decided that we must band
together for strength and that a chamber of commerce
was the type of organization we needed. This would be our
community voice.”
Thus, the ACCJ was born.
The chamber’s advocacy efforts paid off right out of the
gate when, in 1949, conversations with advisors to the
Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) led to

6:34 PM

the lifting of taxes on electricity and gas that only applied
to foreign nationals. According to the 1949 ACCJ Report of
Executive Secretary, the chamber began to act as a guiding
factor in the formation of SCAP and Japanese policy, and a
prominent force in the promotion of US–Japan trade.
THE 1950s
The first full decade was marked by the Japanese economy’s
shift from textiles and sundry items to heavy industrial
goods. The ACCJ grew steadily and established the
Yokohama chapter in 1951 and the Kansai chapter in 1953.
Sandwiched between these charters was the restoration of
Japanese independence.
The 1950s also saw the establishment of the chamber’s
familiar committee-based framework. As The ACCJ Journal
reported in 1967: “By 1960, the ACCJ had expanded consi
derably. Committee functions were outlined specifically and
restated every year. The Treaties and Trade Developments
Committee maintained a close liaison with American Embassy
officials concerning treaties and trade development matters.
The Programs Committee was active . . . in arranging
meetings with interesting speakers. They also handle the
annual Inaugural Dinner and Ball, which has become the
largest foreign social event of its kind in Tokyo.”
THE 1960s
Steady growth continued as the ACCJ entered its teens. The
membership stood at 316 people in 1963, but had nearly
doubled to 623 by 1966—the same year that the constitution
and bylaws were revised to allow non-Americans to join.
“Non-Americans may not have voting privileges, but
they may hold the representative membership of a firm.
Therefore, companies with key men of other nationalities
may be fully represented in the ACCJ and retain their
privileges by giving their proxy to any voting representative
from another company. [The] 1966 ACCJ meetings reveal
[participants representing] a dozen different nationalities—
all ACCJ members.”
Even if this wording from a 1967 article in The ACCJ Journal
might feel off key to modern readers, it indicates progress at
the time and symbolizes the ACCJ’s efforts to recognize the
diversity of the business community through its membership.
The ACCJ Journal, by the way, was founded during this
period. When Carl H. Boehringer took over as executive
director in 1963, one of his primary goals was to grow
membership. He felt that a publication was an important tool

in this effort, and in March 1964 the first issue of this magazine
was published.
Another important event during this time was the establish
ment in 1968 of the Asia Pacific Council of American Chambers of
Commerce (APCAC). The ACCJ played a key role in the creation
of APCAC, helping organize all the chambers in the region and
unifying their voices to more effectively address regional issues.
That role continues in 2018 as ACCJ Vice President Marie Kissel
serves as chair of APCAC, which today comprises 28 chambers
that represent 15,000 companies, 50,000 overseas American
employees, and 10 million workers.
THE 1970s
As the ACCJ continued to take on a more global role, its voice
was amplified by one of its most important annual advocacy
events: meetings with lawmakers in Washington, DC.
“The ACCJ was a small outfit compared with the organization
that operates today,” says former ACCJ President Edwin W. Beeby,
who led the organization in 1974. “A Washington Doorknock
was a major event for us, a chance to rub elbows with ‘bigwigs,’—
something we had not done before.”
The establishment of this annual advocacy effort—now known
as the DC Doorknock—came at a time when Americans were
growing concerned about foreign ownership of vital US assets,
and it once again positioned the ACCJ as a proactive and
influential voice in US–Japan trade.

1960s

1948
ACCJ founded

US Minister-Counselor Laurence C. Vass (center) receives an ACCJ Honorary
Membership certificate from ACCJ President A. Lewis Burridge in
December 1964, in the office of US Ambassador Edwin O. Reischauer (left).

1951
Yokohama Chapter
established

1953
Kansai Chapter
established

1952–53
Japan‘s first
consumer boom

1964
First issue of the
ACCJ Journal
1964
Tokyo hosts
Olympic Games

1968
ACCJ helps to
establish APCAC
1966
Non-Americans allowed
to join the ACCJ
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These companies join in
wishing the ACCJ a happy

70

th

ANNIVERSARY

www.mmm.co.jp

www.boeing.com

www.caesars.co.jp

www.dow.com

www.gmjapan.co.jp

www.mgmresorts.co.jp

www.morganstanley.co.jp

www.patternenergy.com

www.rgare.com

The ACCJ has achieved amazing
things in its first 70 years, with many
more to come. We look forward to
continuing to help the members and
their families find their perfect homes

https://housingjapan.com
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in Tokyo—in an even brighter future.

Back home, the chamber was increasingly becoming the center
of activity for the foreign business community, with events at
the Hotel Okura, Imperial Hotel, and various Hilton properties
offering the networking opportunities that drive business.

first Diet Doorknock—a domestic counterpart of the annual
Washington event—took place.
These years, commonly referred to today as the Lost Decade,
presented a great challenge for the Japanese economy. As the
bubble of the late 1980s burst, the ACCJ assumed a leadership
THE 1980s
position. Many new external activities were established, such as
This decade is characterized by Japanese government initiatives
an active role in the US–Japan Business Council, participation in
to open markets. After the 1985 Plaza Accord, a pro-growth
the monthly meetings of the Japan Ombudsman, and retreats
agreement signed by France, Japan, the United States, the
with members of Keidanren, the Japan Business Federation.
United Kingdom, and West Germany—then known as the
The chamber also saw more and more smaller companies
G5—foreign direct investment into Japan increased and
entering the Japanese market.
more non-Americans began to take on top
This was a shift that would shape the chamber
management positions in ACCJ member
into what it is today. Dr. Thomas F. Jordan,
companies. Following the accord, the yen
ACCJ president in 1994–1995, explained:
was allowed to appreciate strongly and, in
“The early 1990s brought, what I believe to
1986, the strengthening economy entered the
be, the most important fundamental change
now-famous bubble years. US–Japan relations
in direction. That was when we switched
entered their most active period ever, and the
from a mostly internal focus to a more even
ACCJ was at the center, establishing two clear
balance between internal and external issues.
roles for itself: as the voice of mediation to
Previously, most ACCJ committee activities
encourage understanding; and as a technical
and lectures had focused on the how to—for
example, how to be successful in Japan or
adviser, often in the area of regulations.
how to overcome the many obstacles, such as
In 1987, the chamber’s bylaws were
the frustrating issue of hiring and retention
changed to permit non-Americans to serve
of qualified personnel. The new focus on
on the board of governors, a move that
The June 1977 issue of
advocacy begun during those years has since
reflected the globalization of the Japanese
The ACCJ Journal features
continued to develop very successfully.”
market and increasing diversity of member
US Ambassador Michael J. Mansfield
companies.
THE 2000s
Six ACCJ members used the 1988 APCAC Doorknock—
Expansion of the ACCJ’s influence continued in 2000 with
remembered as one of the most productive and welcoming
the establishment of a chapter in Nagoya, giving stronger
sessions with US lawmakers—as an opportunity to further
representation to businesses operating in the Chubu region of
the ACCJ’s messages on issues key to the US–Japan economic
central Japan.
relationship. Besides discussing trade legislation, the delegates
The ACCJ continued to expand its proactive approach to
conveyed views on issues such as additional funding for
analysis and recommendations in 2007 by issuing two reports
the US and Foreign Commercial Service, restrictions on
on privatization in Japan. This came on the heels of the
agricultural trade, and limits on investment.
Japanese government’s decision to privatize Japan Post, the
Social events also grew during this decade. What had been
world’s largest financial institution.
known as the ACCJ Ball was renamed Crystal Ball, and
This was the same year that events leading to the collapse of
attendance grew from 500 to more than 1,000.
investment bank Lehman Brothers began, precipitating a global
financial crisis that brought new challenges to economies around
THE 1990s
the world. The Japanese economy shrunk 3.3 percent in fiscal
With more than four decades of experience under its belt, the
2008 and gross domestic product declined 12.1 percent for the
ACCJ began positioning itself as an expert on US–Japan trade
quarter from October to December—the biggest contraction
through the now familiar white papers, viewpoints, and public
since 1974. In the midst of this turmoil, the ACCJ’s leadership
comments. As a result, it became increasingly relied upon as a
took on even greater importance in helping businesses navigate
reference by both US and Japanese officials, and, in 1994, the

1970s

1980s

1973
Global oil crisis. Japan‘s
rising trade surplus with
the United States becomes
source of friction

1976–1977
ACCJ takes an
active role in APCAC

1974
Unprecedented price
inflation and wage
increases in Japan

1985
Plaza Accord

1990s
1987
Non-Americans
allowed to serve on
ACCJ Board of Governors

1991
Japan‘s economic boom
ends, Lost Decade begins

1986
Asset prices in Japan
begin dramatic rise

1993
US President
William J. Clinton
visits the ACCJ
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The ACCJ welcomed William F. Hagerty IV (center left) as the new US Ambassador at a special luncheon in the Grand Hyatt Tokyo in September 2017.

the rough waters. Even policymakers took note of recommen
dations coming from the chamber.
With more and more advocacy material being produced, the
ACCJ began looking for ways to make its positions more easily
accessible to the business community and the public. In 2008,
a new bilingual website was launched, which RGA Reinsurance
Company Vice President & Assistant General Counsel
Allan Smith, ACCJ president at the time, described as “part
of our continuing efforts to bring US and Japanese businesses
together and to enhance our ability to communicate and to
share our ideas, policy recommendations, and aspirations with
our stakeholders and the general public in ways we have not
been able to in the past.”

Today, the ACCJ’s diversity has become a key resource as the
chamber, on behalf of its members, navigates new challenges
brought on by increased globalization, the pace of digitization,
and the impact of shifting global politics on international
commerce. With women making up half of the members of the
ACCJ board of governors, more Japanese members than ever,
and both small and large member companies, the chamber
is positioned to leverage diverse inputs and approaches to
global business.
The ACCJ’s original six committees have grown to more
than 60 member-led committees that drive engagement
on issues and initiatives that are critical to US and global
businesses in Japan.
The chamber has also become a hub of global best practices—
a place where global businesses send employees to gain exposure
to the conversations taking place in workplaces across the
United States and to get up to speed on the latest business trends.
With 3,500 members and 1,000 companies representing
40 countries, the voice of the ACCJ has never been stronger.
Across Japan, in Washington, and across the Asia–Pacific
region—thanks to the commitment of our members—the
chamber has become known for its specialized knowledge
and objectivity regarding bilateral economic issues, and
for its many special publications on trade, investment,
and other related subjects. And, as Japan faces a future
shaped by an aging society and a shrinking workforce, that
expertise, initiative, and ingenuity will be called upon more
than ever. n

TODAY
As we near the end of the current decade, with the Tokyo 2020
Olympic and Paralympic Games rapidly approaching, Japan is
evolving at a quickened pace. Under the leadership of Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, the government is promoting its
growth strategy, which includes many of the key issues featured
in the ACCJ’s 2010 white paper Charting a New Course for
Growth: Recommendations for Japan’s Leaders.
Gender equality is a cornerstone of Abe’s efforts to guide
Japan out of its long-running economic woes, and the ACCJ
has been a fervent supporter of workplace diversity and what
Goldman Sachs Managing Director Kathy Matsui first called
“Womenomics” in 1999.
In 2013, the ACCJ held the first Women in Business
Summit—now an annual event with gatherings in Tokyo,
Kansai, and Chubu—and in 2016 the Women in Business
Committee published the expansive white paper Untapped
Potential: A Collaborative Blueprint for Achieving the Japanese
Government’s “2020/30” Overall Target of Women Holding
30 Percent of Management and Leadership Positions by 2020.
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OFFICE APPEAL?
Exploding the Millennial myth about job satisfaction
By Julian Ryall
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HR

Japan rightly has a reputation for developing
hard-working, diligent, and capable staff, but the
jobs market here has evolved over the past decade.
Is a new generation of employees seeking more
than simply a paycheck? Do they really care
about being happy in their jobs as well as paid
appropriately for their skills and knowledge?
Many of these young Japanese have studied or worked abroad
and they like what they saw in terms of work–life balance,
diversity and inclusion (D&I) in the workplace, and corporate
social responsibility (CSR). They now expect such things here,
and foreign nationals also bring these requirements with them
when they arrive in Japan.
The onus, therefore, is increasingly on companies to create
a culture that is conducive to this generation.
The vast majority of internationally
minded companies have absolutely
no qualms about doing so. The
challenge has been to acquire and
retain the best staff at a time when
Japan faces a shortage of labor—a
problem that will only worsen in
the foreseeable future.
LEGALLY SPEAKING
Japan’s demographic challenges can
also be felt in the legal sector, says
Isaac Uchiyama, senior business
development manager for Allen
& Overy, although there has been
significantly less of a shift in job
candidates’ requirements before
accepting an offer.
“As an international law firm
in Tokyo, where our employees are a mix of Westerners
and locals, we have not really seen any noticeable change
in candidates’ priorities,” he said. “We recruit from both
abroad and from within Japan, across a spectrum of roles.
For experienced workers, salary is likely to be more of a
determinant than it is for new graduates.
“And, while candidates may be more aware of issues such
as CSR and D&I, in recent interviews none of these issues
have actually been raised.
“I think most job-seekers would raise those issues as an after
thought, once they’re employed,” he said. “At the interview

DAVID SWAN

Managing Director
Robert Walters Japan

stage, they need to sound gung-ho, willing to do whatever it
takes to help the company succeed and to demonstrate that
they will be a team player.”
READY FOR CHANGE
According to the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Commu
nications, Japan’s unemployment rate fell in May to its
lowest level in 25 years, standing at a mere 2.2 percent—
down from 2.5 percent in April. Additional data from
the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare shows that
job availability has risen to the highest level in more than
44 years, meaning that there are now 160 openings for every
100 people seeking employment.
The figures suggest that companies are aware of the
looming labor shortage and, with economic conditions
generally positive, are actively seeking to boost payroll
figures to avoid being left shorthanded.
“Global and cross-border business has recently accelerated
even further in Japan, alongside advances in globalization
and technology,” said David Swan,
managing director of recruiter
Robert Walters Japan. “As a result,
many companies in a wide range
of industries have been in greater
need of professionals who are both
familiar with global business and
proficient in a second language,
putting the level of demand
for bilingual specialists at an
all-time high.
“Companies’ ability to secure
talented bilingual professionals with
specialized skills and abundant
experience is beginning to affect
corporate futures,” he emphasized.
The emergence of cutting-edge
information technologies, such
as fintech, healthcare tech, and
human resources tech, has created new jobs but also
placed additional strain on the supply of individuals with
the necessary skills, Swan said. Similarly, the need for IT
security in the run-up to the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and
Paralympic Games is further squeezing availability.
Coupled with this, employers and agencies are reporting
an increased willingness among professionals aged 35 and
above to change jobs—something that was virtually unheard
of a decade or so ago.
SHIFTING PRIORITIES
Japan is currently a job-rich, candidate-short market for
some skill areas, and the requirements on both sides of the
equation are changing.
“There is a shortage in highly technically skilled areas,
such as enterprise resource planning consultants, or in new
technology-based areas, such as business intelligence or
Big Data analysis,” one Tokyo-based recruitment expert told
The ACCJ Journal. “Plus, confident, English-speaking native
Japanese candidates are always in high demand for clientfacing positions and often obtain better benefits than their
counterparts with less seasoned English abilities.”
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And while there still appears to be resistance on the part of
“Meeting a candidate’s needs is one thing, but arguably more
potential employees to negotiate strongly for better terms,
important is how we communicate with the stakeholders,”
there has been a shift in their priorities.
Ichiyanagi said. “This is where corporate communications
Although salary is still important, in the last year top-tier
and branding come into play, to build a strong corporate
companies have begun to reevaluate their work–life balance
reputation by raising a company’s exposure and delivering
policies to offer flexible working hours together with the option
the right message to the right market.
to work remotely and take more annual leave.
“And, in this ever-changing market and environment,
The ability to enhance skills and career prospects is now
companies always need to evolve to transform change into
the primary concern of many job seekers. This is followed by
opportunities that meet the diversified needs of stakeholders,”
salary, office environment and location, company brand image,
she said. “And more diversity, innovation, creativity, and
and company culture.
a sense of urgency are now required in management and
Those priorities are supported by the
employee circles.”
More diversity, innovation,
Robert Walters Japan Employee Insights
Maki Morino, a spokeswoman for
Survey 2018, in which 66 percent of the
Coca-Cola (Japan) Co., Ltd., said the drinks
creativity, a sense of
1,958 bilingual professionals at both
giant has a proactive policy to attract the
foreign-affiliated companies and globally
urgency are now required most capable individuals and ensure that
expanding Japanese companies put job
they are happy in their careers.
in management and
content as the most important factor
“To attract the best talent, Coca-Cola in
when choosing where to work.
Japan is creating and implementing HR
employee circles.
Salary was the second-most
policies that support a positive workplace
important consideration, followed by work location,
by implementing diverse and flexible working styles, as well as
corporate culture, interpersonal relationships, and overtime.
telecommuting, paternity leave, and flexible working hours,”
Tatsuya Ichiyanagi, HR director for Chicago-based
she said. “The focus is on working smarter, helping employees
research-driven biopharmaceutical company AbbVie GK,
flourish in the company, and supporting them in their
said candidates’ values and preferences when choosing a
professional working lives.”
company have become far more diverse.
A critical component of that is diversity, she added, and
“The pharmaceutical industry has gone through drastic
the company has a 50/50 target to ensure a diverse slate. This
changes over the past several years, which have impacted the
includes those conducting interviews.
talent market. We have been proactively addressing these
“For example, we want female candidates to meet with female
changes to respond to the different needs of employees and
interviewers. It is important to continue to send the message of
future talent by listening to their voices and building an open
diversity. It’s not just about the process, but about really making
and strong culture so that we can be the company of choice.”
sure that our leaders and hiring managers understand the
importance of a diverse view, because we can understand the
ADAPT AND ATTRACT
market better and it’s the right thing to do.”
This change in priorities among job-seekers and staff means
One of the most recent innovations is Millennial Voices,
companies such as biopharmaceutical company AbbVie GK
a group of associates born between the early 1980s and the
must alter their profile and perception.
early 2000s. The purpose of the group is to deliver distinctive

Money and Work: Most Decisive Factors When Changing Jobs
Age 25~34

Age 34 +
0

Job content
Salary
Work location
Corporate culture
Interpersonal relationships
Working (overtime) hours
Training system
Evaluation system
Ease of taking paid leave
Welfare benefits
CSR initiatives
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The best strategy to attract
talent in Japan is to offer good
pay, the promise of work–life
balance, and a clear path for
career progression.

PHOTO: ANTONY TRAN/LIFE.14

GSK‘s office in Akasaka offers comfortable collaborative spaces.

perspectives and to gain a different understanding of the
company—and the various people within it—by giving these
younger team members a voice.
“Coca-Cola wants to be, globally, as inclusive and
diverse as its brands, unleashing the power within its
employees to drive innovation and sustainable system growth,”
Morino added.
Salary is still important to employees, said Yuri Ishiguro,
a spokesperson for McDonald’s (Company) Japan, Ltd.,
although the fast-food giant has noticed a change in attitude
among applicants in recent years.
“Salary is still important, but it appears there is a stronger
focus on ‘a good place to work,’ the culture of the organization,
and CSR activities than in the past.” she said.
“In particular, there has been an increase in people who
want to focus on achieving a work–life balance, such as
workplaces that encourage staff to take paid leave and enable
flexible working styles.
McDonald’s Japan is proactive in creating a positive
work environment for its staff, Ishiguro said, and regularly
conducts surveys to determine the changing needs of staff.
“We believe that the foundation of our business is that it is a
people business,” she added. “Our staff engage with 1.4 billion
customers who visit us every year and make them feel special.
It is, therefore, essential to hire talented people who can embody
our brand and to encourage their growth.”
Japanese companies are generally not on a par with their
Western counterparts when it comes to setting initiatives to
drive CSR and D&I beyond what the government effectively
requires them to do, said Uchiyama, although there seems to
have been a slight change in attitude around maternity and
paternity leave, which are tied to work–life balance.

“As a recruitment tool, you would think that employers
would do well to boast about their CSR, D&I initiatives,
work–life balance, and so on. But, my opinion is that
most Japanese candidates—whether young or old—aren’t
necessarily attracted by the first two, although they are,
perhaps, by the latter work–life balance bit.
“They still expect to work like a dog when entering a
new company,” he said. “It is in part tied to the ethos of
Japanese society, and it’s ingrained in their logic from
primary school that you work and live for the collective.
The best strategy to attract talent in Japan is to offer good
pay, the promise of work–life balance, and a clear path for
career progression.”
But, it does not have to stay that way, he insists, and it is
in the hands of employers to bring about positive change.
“Employers have an opportunity to influence their staff
to get more involved in really good causes,” he said. “The
employer’s influence is huge, because workers spend the
majority of their waking hours on site and need to have
opportunities—even throughout their work day—to make
positive impacts on society and the world at large.
“I think that more Japanese companies should adopt
measures to proactively engage their employees in CSR,
because that would lead to greater job satisfaction and
build company spirit,” he said.
“As an employer, you want skill, smarts, and the right
personality. It is even better if you hire and keep someone who
has all three, plus a selfless streak aimed at serving others or
good causes without benefit to their own career progression,”
he added. “At the end of the day, the employees represent the
company, and it’s also good PR to be known as a company that
is CSR minded.” n
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In Japanese hospitals, virtual reality (VR) is getting
real. Together with augmented reality (AR), this
technology—once the realm of devoted gamers—is
now helping surgeons hone their technique.
Twelve hospitals across Japan are now using VR technology
from Tokyo-based Holoeyes, Inc. to view 3D models of organs
such as the liver and kidneys. These VR reconstructions allow
doctors to carefully plan the fine details of each procedure and
provide them with a more accurate view of a patient’s anatomy
during surgery.
The HoloEyes VR application was created using CT scan
data from the company’s own healthcare database, compiled
since the startup launched five years ago. Patients must
consent to share their data, which doctors upload once it
has been anonymized. For example, if a doctor enters search
criteria such as “female, osteoporosis, 70s,” 3D images of
matching cases will be returned. Such images can be used for
diagnosis or training.
CEO Naoji Taniguchi started the company with Dr. Maki
Sugimoto, a physician known for cutting-edge medical
techniques. A strong connection to a respected physician is
key to the success of Holoeyes and other health-tech startups,
Taniguchi said. The company also took part in a 2017
startup accelerator program by Recruit Holdings Co., Ltd.,
and Taniguchi credits this with helping him to promote
the business.

Though HoloEyes VR is still in the development stage, the
technology is already in use for actual surgical procedures—
particularly for those involving organs with no blood flow, such
as the liver or kidneys. “Because our tool is not diagnostic, we
don’t need special licenses,” Taniguchi said.
NEXT-GEN TRAINING
In addition to its applications in the operating room, Taniguchi
envisions HoloEyes VR as a next-generation training tool for
young surgeons. “Our users are most excited about the
precision, reduction in surgery time, and being able to share
the results with colleagues and patients.”
Intuitive Surgical, the company behind the da Vinci robotic
surgical system, is also exploring VR simulation training to
hone physicians’ robotic-assisted surgical skills. Japan’s Ministry
of Health, Labour and Welfare first approved the device for use
in certain procedures in 2009, and just this year cleared da Vinci
for use in 12 additional procedures.
“Research suggests that surgeons who train using virtualreality simulation technology improve their skills and efficiency,”
said Intuitive Surgical senior vice president Myriam Curet, MD.
Sysmex Corporation, a Japanese manufacturer of diagnostic
devices, is employing AR to make operations more efficient and
train end users on its machines. Unlike VR, which is completely
immersive and requires users to wear a headset, AR merely
enhances existing images, such as those captured by a tablet or
mobile phone camera, adding an extra layer of text or imagery
to the real world.

REALITYCHECK
VR and AI bring new options to healthcare
By Brandi Goode
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Sysmex uses AR software to maintain its blood analyzers,
eliminating the need to send technicians out for routine tasks.
If a user needs to clean part of the machine, for example, they
can explain what needs to be done simply by holding an iPad
in front of the machine.

JOHN W. CARLSON III

Manager, Government Affairs
AbbVie GK

MYRIAM CURET, MD
Senior Vice President,
Intuitive Surgical

DR. MASAHIKO HARA
Founder
mediVR, Inc.

DR. MAKI SUGIMOTO
COO and Co-founder
Holoeyes, Inc.

PHOTO: HOLOEYES, INC.

NEW REHAB
VR healthcare applications are increasingly found outside the
surgical theater. Dr. Masahiko Hara, a cardiologist by trade,
started mediVR, Inc. two years ago in response to unmet
needs in a clinical setting. The startup aims to standardize
rehabilitation training for patients with neurological disorders.
Earlier this year, mediVR was selected as the Grand Prix
winner of the Japan Healthcare Business Contest, sponsored
by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry. Its winning
A surgeon sets a guidewire.
product uses the Vive VR headset from Taiwan-based HTC
Corporation. VR software, associated hand controls, and a
US Food and Drug Administration and for the CE marking,
linked computer guide patients through exercises that restore
a certification showing that a product meets the health, safety,
a sense of balance.
and environmental standards of the European Economic Area.
In traditional settings, a trainer would instruct a patient to
“There are very few verbal instructions in rehabilitation,” said
raise a hand above his or her head, subjectively evaluating
Hara. “It should be easy to expand our product globally.”
whether the patient completed or
failed the task. With mediVR software,
DATA POWERHOUSE
Research suggests that
explicit instructions, such as “Raise
In addition to VR, AI applications are
surgeons who train using gaining traction in global healthcare. AI
your hand 30 cm above your chin,” are
virtual-reality simulation
given through the VR headset and 3D
is omnipresent in most people’s lives,
tracking enables accurate assessment
technology improve their whether they realize it or not. Everyday
of performance.
things such as Amazon recommendations
skills and efficiency
“We can evaluate achievement rates,
and translations of a Twitter post utilize
maybe 50 percent or 80 percent, instead
the technology. In a healthcare setting, AI
of just a pass or fail score judged by one person,” Hara said.
analytics tools are often used to mine patient and treatment
MediVR is targeting hospitals as well as nursing homes, with
data to find disease trends.
a focus on elderly patients. “Elderly people really enjoy our
According to John Carlson, manager of government affairs
product,” Hara said, “as they don’t seem to suffer from the VR
at biopharmaceutical company AbbVie GK and chair of the
sickness many young people get. We think they can control
ACCJ Healthcare Committee, “Applications of AI solutions are
their minds better.”
either patient-facing—something that improves outcomes—or
After patients complete a task with mediVR’s program, an
internal, to improve operations or efficiency. In Japan, there is a
algorithm using artificial intelligence (AI) dictates the next
lot of interest in the latter.”
task according to maximum tolerance limits, which are the
In May, Japan passed new legislation to create an
foundation of rehabilitation programs. “People need to train
infrastructure for anonymizing personal health data and
one task repeatedly to rehabilitate and remember sensations
making it available for public use. Currently, data is stored
such as balance,” Hara explained. “AI provides patients with
on separate systems at regional clinics, urban hospitals, and
tailor-made, maximally tolerable tasks again and again,
other healthcare outlets, so attempts at standardization have
whereas current training efficacy is based purely on the skill
proven challenging. Now, the government has designated
of a particular trainer.”
data centers that will collect and control what data is available
Phase I of clinical trials ended in December 2017, and
for research.
mediVR aims to launch its product in Japan by the end of
If the new law does indeed create a central data repository,
this year. The startup has also applied for approval from the
pharmaceutical companies stand to benefit. “The key use case

NAOJI TANIGUCHI

CEO and Co-founder
Holoeyes, Inc.
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for AbbVie and others is in the design and development
than off-the-shelf products could provide. Enter rMark Bio,
of clinical trials,” Carlson explaied. “AI can be effectively
which partnered with Takeda in 2016 to develop a custom
deployed to analyze available info and existing trials in
ized AI platform that could identify the target providers and
a medical space and to help determine parameters for a
organizations matching Takeda’s criteria.
study.” In the United States, clinical trials often come in
The partnership has yielded benefits for both parties. Takeda
three phases and last for up to seven years before new
could license a customized product harnessing the power of
drugs are considered for approval.
machine learning without any upfront research and develop
Carlson also points to how businesses such as Pfizer Inc.
ment costs. And the founders of rMark Bio learned firsthand
are using the IBM Watson AI platform to aid in drug
how to navigate the complex legal and procurement processes,
research. Watson came into the spotlight in 2011 after
as well as the sales cycle, of pharma giants. Having a strong
defeating two of the most successful champions of the
understanding of operations at such companies will lay the
long-running US quiz show Jeopardy. “IBM Watson
foundation for rMark Bio’s approach to future clients.
supports physicians and decision-making to map
This sort of cooperation is equally essential in Japan, where
treatment options for each patient. It’s working well in
hospitals and healthcare institutions tend to be conservative.
areas such as oncology, where combination therapies
Health-tech startups require KOLs and internal champions to
are common.”
make inroads for their solutions, and
In December 2016, Pfizer announced
medical institutions can ultimately
a collaboration with Watson for
save lives—and precious time—by
Drug Discovery, an IBM cloud-based
embracing new technology platforms.
platform that assists scientists and
AI and VR are already delivering dataresearchers, to use the AI technology in
driven personalized healthcare at a
its immuno-oncology research.
fair cost, and these technologies will
In contrast to chemotherapy, which
be invaluable as Japan’s society ages. n
works to kill off cancer cells, immunooncology uses the body’s own immune
system to fight cancer. However, the
possible combinations of cancer-fighting
immunoagents are countless. Watson
helps narrow the field to combinations
that might be most effective, thanks to
its brainpower comprising millions of
VR reconstructions allow
health records and historical data.
doctors to carefully plan the
In a 2018 press release, IBM highlights
fine details of each procedure
that the average human researcher
reads 200–300 articles per year, while
Watson “has ingested 25 million Medline
abstracts, more than 1 million full-text medical journal
articles, 4 million patents, and is regularly updated.”
CONVERGENCE
In the expanding AI space, there is room for collaboration
between not just global giants such as Pfizer and IBM, but
also budding startups and community-oriented programs.
Indeed, such collaboration is necessary.
One alliance, formed through US healthcare incubator
Matter, involves Japan’s Takeda Pharmaceuticals Company
Limited and Chicago-based AI software company rMark
Bio, Inc. Named in 2017 as one of the top 100 most disrup
tive companies in the world, rMark Bio offers a business
intelligence platform that analyzes global health data
alongside pharma companies’ internal business data to
make recommendations on key opinion leaders (KOLs),
which are influential doctors and researchers who work
with pharmaceutical companies in the discovery and
commercialization of new drugs.
Takeda was looking to identify KOLs to meet specific
business needs, having experimented with AI and deep
learning algorithms to discern KOL market segments.
However, following five years of disappointing trials, the
pharma company realized it required more customization
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Miku Hirano and
a new generation
of entrepreneurs
By John Amari

“When I was a high school student, I wanted to be
a pilot; but it turned out that I was too short. So,
I changed my mind and decided that, perhaps, I
could make a plane or a rocket. As both are based
on computers, I decided to study computer science
in college.”
This is the story that Miku Hirano, brimming with
relaxed enthusiasm, tells The ACCJ Journal as she speaks
with wide-eyed passion about her work and career.
A rare type of entrepreneur, she built her first
company while still in college and—as a Millennial tech
founder who is also the mother of two—is part of an
elite group, not just in Japan but around the world.
Hirano is chief executive officer of Cinnamon Inc.,
an artificial intelligence (AI) company she co-founded
in Singapore with Hajime Hotta in 2012.
Cinnamon creates AI-enabled products that automate
time-consuming and repetitive tasks, such as reading and
extracting information from documents. The company
has a lofty goal: to reduce—and then eliminate—repetitive
and troublesome work.
In doing so, Hirano hopes to change the way we do
our jobs, thereby freeing people to focus on creative
and more meaningful activities.
TECH SAVVY
Today, Hirano is a regular speaker on the global tech
conference circuit, but her seemingly meteoric rise in the
startup universe was not always obvious.
People such as Hirano were a rare sight in the
computer science (CS) department at the University
of Tokyo, where she did her graduate research in AI.
Less than 1 percent of the students in the program
were women.
So, did she choose CS or did CS choose her?
“I wasn’t very good at languages or history or those
typical subjects that girls should be good at,” Hirano
confessed with a hearty laugh. “I was really good at
math and physics and subjects like that.”
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The early going was less than stellar for
Naked Technology, Hirano said. When the
company was formed in 2005, social media
was still in its infancy in Japan. There were
only two real players in the industry: social
media platforms Mixi, Inc. and GREE Inc.
Mixi had about 300,000 users back then.
“Today, that number would be considered
small, but, at that time, I felt that social media
was a super-interesting area, and that it
would change people’s lives dramatically.”
PRODUCT/MARKET FIT
The mid-2000s in Japan was a time before
Big Data, meaning there was not enough
information on the internet for effective
marketing campaigns, Hirano explained.
Cinnamon‘s first Vietnam office, in Hanoi.
“We didn’t have enough data to work
Her research at the time was similar to that
out
what people were interested in, so we
The technology
used in PageRank—an algorithm co-created
thought a social graph would be able
was definitely too
by Google Inc. co-founders Larry Page and
to help with that. Friends tend to have
early. We failed
Sergey Brin in 1996. PageRank is used by
similar interests, so, even if there is not
Google search to rank websites.
and struggled a lot. enough data on an individual, we can still
Page and Brin created the algorithm
get a lot of data about them from their
while they were still research students—a
friends’ networks.”
fact not lost on Hirano and her peers. Indeed, they looked to
Naked Technology’s first product was an AI-enabled,
Page and Brin for inspiration in the new internet economy.
social graph-based marketing engine. But the company
struggled early on to commercialize it.
EARLY PROMISE
“We wanted to sell that marketing engine for the social
It didn’t take long for Hirano and Hotta to be recognized
graph, but we didn’t sell at all. The technology was definitely
for their potential. While in graduate school from 2005
too early. We failed and struggled a lot.”
to 2006, they were recipients of the Innovative Software
Not finding a product/market fit (PMF) was an issue, but
Creative Program—Super Creator Award, a prize given
so was a lack of experience. “I was very shocked that we
by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry and the
couldn’t find a PMF, especially as I was still only a student.
Information-technology Promotion Agency, Japan.
I didn’t know how to do business. Actually, I didn’t even
Also called the MITOU Target Program, the $200,000
think that I would start a company.”
award is given to innovators in next-wave tech fields who
Burning through their MITOU cash, Naked Technology
have a goal of launching a company.
abandoned their AI-based business model and pivoted to
The prize allowed Hirano and Hotta to establish Naked
technologies for mobile devices. This was the zenith of the
Technology Inc., a company that developed middleware
feature phone era. “We felt that the user interface was very
for apps used in feature phones and—later—iOS and
poor. So, we created technology for feature phones that
Android devices.
had a rich interface like on computers.”

Hirano speaks at a 2018 academic conference in Okinawa.
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ENTREPRENEUR

Having spent about three years on research and
development, Naked Technology began making money.
UNICORN?
But no sooner had the company hit its stride than it got
tripped up by the emergence of a new era in mobile techno
logies: the smartphone.
With revenues dipping, Naked Technology was compelled
to pivot once again, this time adapting their middleware
technology to smartphones. That move proved to be timely.
“Our decision was validated, and we started to make revenue
again. And, as Mixi showed an interest in the technology, we
sold our company to them in 2011.”
After a year at Mixi, Hirano and Hotta founded Cinnamon,
where Hotta is also the chief technology officer. In spring of
this year, Cinnamon successfully managed almost $9 million
through a Series B fundraising round and debt finance.
The company has offices in Tokyo, as well as Hanoi and
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. New offices are planned for
Taipei and New York City.
INTO HER OWN
Looking back on her entrepreneurial journey, Hirano is
sanguine. “I think I finally found out how to do business,
even after having struggled for eight years or so,” she said.
“The most difficult thing for entrepreneurs is to find PMF,”
she continued. Even if you have a good idea, you cannot sell
it if there is no need in the market.”
This explains Cinnamon’s turn in 2016 from mobile back
to their origins of AI-based products and services. The AI
market was finally fit for prime time.
The company has carved out a global niche in the
AI-powered optical character recognition (AI-OCR)
industry and created software that can read hand-written

Hirano at the University of Tokyo in 2009

messages as well as other kinds of text and images. Realtime voice-recognition software is next.
CHAMPIONS OF GRIT
But there is more to Hirano’s success, explained in part by an
entrepreneurial zeal that was nurtured by her family.
“A lot of my friends went to work for large companies when
they graduated. But my mom and grandma said they were
really happy when I founded my own company.”
Much of her success can also be explained by a never-say-die
attitude. This was especially so during her darkest days—when
her loss-making company pivoted at the same time as she
started a family. “I had to make revenue while struggling with
morning sickness. I think it was the toughest year of my life.”
How did she get through it? “I just gambarimashita. I
worked hard. Without grit, I may have given up and settled
for being only a mother.” n

Cinnamon's five core modules
that use deep learning

Image Normalization
This module normalizes image
data and extracts text for OCR.

Data Recomposition
This module reconstitutes
information using
deep learning.

Auto Corrector
This module processes
data and returns
classification outcomes.

AI-OCR
This module
recognizes fonts and
handwriting with
99.2-percent accuracy.

Classification
This module classifies
information into categories
using given sentences.
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As the adage goes, one person’s trash is another
person’s treasure. That’s the idea behind two
projects that are taking food waste and algae and
using them to generate electricity and biojet fuel,
respectively. Both are examples of the innovation
large companies are bringing to bear as they
explore renewable energy options.
The most common sources of renewable energy in Japan are
solar, wind, and hydroelectric, so biofuel-based approaches
stand out in a crowded field.
WASTEFUL POWER
The first project is a joint venture called J Bio Food Recycle.
It’s a collaboration between East Japan Railway Company
(JR East) and JFE Engineering Corporation, producer of
a broad range of industrial projects, from steel bridges to
biomass boilers and power generation plants.
The venture, launched in 2016, seeks to transform food
waste into electricity. The food waste is collected from JR East
train stations and surrounding shops in the Tokyo area and

Kanagawa Prefecture, and from food manufacturers in
the southern Kanto region. It is gathered and transported
by two organizations: JR East Environment Access Co. Ltd.,
a division of JR East, and JFE Kankyo Corporation,
a division of JFE Engineering that has been involved in
the waste treatment and food recycling business for
more than 40 years.
The destination is a recycling facility and power plant
in Yokohama, where a machine removes any packaging
before it is treated. At the plant, waste is fermented by
microorganisms in large digestion tanks and, over
a period of weeks, the resulting chemical reactions
produce biogas—a mixture of methane, carbon dioxide,
water, and hydrogen sulfide. This biogas can be used
to drive engines that power generators, which in turn
produce electricity.
JFE Engineering has a proven track record in waste
treatment, having constructed more than 150 waste
treatment facilities. Two of their recent projects include
a garbage waste biogasification facility in Nagaoka,
Niigata Prefecture, and a biomass power plant in
Toyohashi, Aichi Prefecture. The company designed and
constructed the recycling facility and power plant for
J Bio Food Recycle at a total cost of ¥3 billion.

FUTURE FUELS
Finding energy sources in unexpected places
By Alec Jordan
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LEGAL CATALYST
of electricity per year—roughly equal to the amount of
As a representative of JFE Engineering explained, the
electricity used by 3,000 Japanese households.
idea behind J Bio Food Recycle grew out of restrictions in
J Bio Food Recycle would begin selling the electricity
place due to legal requirements. “According to the Food
through Urban Energy Corporation, one of JFE Engineering’s
Recycling Law, we are supposed
affiliate companies. According to JFE
to recycle station food waste into
Engineering, the project is on track to
The idea behind J Bio
the following products, in order
begin sales by August 2018. The electricity
of priority: feed, fertilizer, and
Food Recycle grew out of would be sold under the feed-in tariff
methane. Most station food waste
scheme, which allows utilities to purchase
restrictions in place due
has already been cooked, which
electricity that has been generated using
to legal requirements.
means that contaminants such
renewable energy. The electricity is sold at
as salt, oil, wrapping paper, or
contract prices and for a fixed duration, and
toothpicks might be present. This means that the waste cannot
end-users pay a surcharge that helps cover costs. In general,
always be recycled into feed or fertilizer. However, recycling
the fixed contracts and the end-user surcharge help defray
into methane can be done even with station food waste.”
some of the high costs that go into developing electricity that
Put into place in 2001, the law is formally known as the
has been produced through renewable energy.
Promotion of Utilization of Recyclable Food Waste Act.
According to a statement released last year by the joint
GLOBAL GOOD
venture, some 50 tons of food waste are collected at JR East
For both companies involved in the joint venture, the focus
stations and shops connected to the stations every day. In the
on food recycling goes beyond just financial concerns. It
past, this waste would have been burned, because it was mixed
connects to a greater desire to have a positive effect on the
with packaging materials. The Yokohama recycling facility has
world’s environment. As Yusuke Yamawaki of JR East public
the capacity to process up to 80 tons of food waste per day, and
relations explained to The ACCJ Journal, “We are interested
the resultant biogas can generate 11 million kilowatt hours
not only in food recycling, but also other policies which
would contribute to protecting the global environment, such
as resource circulation and creation of renewable energy.”
Meanwhile, JFE Engineering looks at the project as
a way of breaking new ground, in more than one way.
“JFE Engineering has never invested in a food recycling
business with the JR East Group. Our company’s vision
is to create the foundations for life. Until now, our main
business has been to create energy plants, waste-to-energy
plants, steel bridges, and other projects. But, recently, our
business domain has expanded to not just creating but
also supporting life. With this in mind, this project is very
important to us,” said a representative of the company.
According to a representative from JR East, although no
advertisements have been placed at or around the stations
to promote the recycling of food waste, the joint venture
expects the recycling rate to increase by 10 percent thanks to
this project.
As far as JFE Engineering is concerned, this is just the
beginning. In the long run, they plan to increase their invol
vement with engineering, procurement, and construction
projects that will lead to the establishment of a “low carbon
and recycling society.” If the project is successful, JFE
Engineering could take part in further collaborative ventures
with JR East. They also hope that the scheme inspires similar
initiatives around Japan. “Our project could promote food
recycling not only in the Tokyo area but in other big cities, too.”

MIKE BENNER

Managing Partner, MB Partners
Vice-chair of the
ACCJ Energy Committee
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Oils and fats in Euglena
algae actually have a
carbon structure that is
highly suitable for jet fuel.

AERO ALGAE
Another company that is using an unexpected ingredient as
an energy source is euglena Co. Ltd., which produces a wide
variety of products from microalgae called Euglena. One of
their latest projects makes jet fuel from these algae.
As Chika Izumi of euglena’s corporate communication
section explained, the impetus behind this project came
from a need to reduce carbon dioxide emissions in the
field of air transportation. There is a push in the airline
industry to cut down on the use of carbon dioxide. While
it is possible to develop new aircraft or change in-flight
operations, a shift to using biojet fuel can have a great
impact on this industry.
Petroleum and metals conglomerate JXTG Holdings was
approached by All Nippon Airways Co., Ltd. (ANA) and
Japan Airlines Co., Ltd. to develop aviation biofuel. JXTG then
reached out to euglena, which has been doing research into
the material since 2010. “We are the first company aiming to
construct a pilot plant for the production of aviation biofuel,
and to supply renewable aviation biofuel for practical use in
Japan,” Izumi said.
Strange as it might seem to get jet fuel from microalgae,
Izumi pointed out that the oils and fats in Euglena actually have
a carbon structure that is highly suitable for jet fuel. She added
that the jet fuel will be made from other types of microalgae
and nonedible vegetable oils. Because Euglena absorbs carbon
dioxide during the process of photosynthesis, using it to make
jet fuel leads to a net decrease in greenhouse gases.
Construction on euglena’s pilot plant began
in June 2017. With the support of ANA,
construction engineering company Chiyoda
Corporation, petroleum products specialist
Itochu Enex Co., Ltd., Isuzu Motors Ltd., and
the city of Yokohama, euglena plans to use the
extracted aviation biofuel and biodiesel fuel.
The plant is to be completed by the end of
October 2018, with operations beginning by
early 2019. Fuel will be ready for commercial
use by 2020. The company has also reached an
agreement with Oriental Air Bridge Co., Ltd.,
which will make them the first regional airline
company to use the biojet fuel.

RENEWABLE FUTURE
In general, the renewable energy options that many large
organizations in Japan are investigating don’t include biofuels.
As Mike Benner, managing partner at business consultancy
MB Partners and vice-chair of the ACCJ Energy Committee
explained: “Companies participating in RE100, a group of
influential global businesses that are committed to using
100 percent renewable energy, are actively searching for
renewable sources of energy. In Japan, this has largely been
solar, wind and in some cases hydroelectric power.”
In addition to the type of renewable energy, how that energy
is being shared is going through a period of transformation.
“For example, virtual power plants are now becoming possible,
in which distributed energy resources, such as residential solar
or battery-stored power, are pooled together to provide power
on demand,” Benner added. “Blockchain technologies are being
deployed to allow consumers to trade energy between one
another—or peer-to-peer—rather than through a utility.”
Whether or not more companies will be adding biofuel
solutions to further balance Japan’s renewable energy mix
remains to be seen, but projects such as J Bio Food Recycle and
euglena’s biojet fuel offer exciting glimpses of the future. n
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DIET DAILIES

Japan policy updates translated
from Keizaikai magazine

MINISTRY OF LAND,
INFRASTRUCTURE, TRANSPORT
AND TOURISM

CONCERN OVER POOR SLEEP
AMONG DRIVERS
With the aim of preventing major
accidents involving buses and trucks,
the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure,
Transport and Tourism (MLIT) in June
revised regulations requiring companies
to confirm their drivers’ sleep situation
prior to their going on duty. Should sleep
be judged insufficient, drivers would not
be allowed to work. The measure follows
a number of accidents involving drivers
who fell asleep at the wheel. However, as
the confirmation method would be left to
the discretion of the operator, questions
have arisen as to whether the system
would be effective.
Up to now, regulations required operators
at vehicle depots to determine whether
a driver was sick, fatigued, or under
the influence of alcohol, and to remove
them from the shift if unfit to drive.
In addition, drivers were obliged to
inform their employer should they view
themselves unfit to work.
Under the revised rules, “insufficient
sleep” has been added to the criteria. The
responsible manager must confirm a
driver’s condition verbally and/or visually,
and those who fail to do so will be subject
to penalties that include suspension of
business operations. Drivers who have
not slept sufficiently must still inform
their employer.
According to a survey of 7,000 bus
drivers conducted by MLIT between March
and May 2017, one driver out of four said
they slept fewer than five hours a night.
In March 2016, a truck driver on the
Sanyo Expressway in Hiroshima Prefecture
crashed into a line of vehicles, resulting
in two deaths. And, in August 2017, two
people were killed when a truck collided
with a microbus on the Tokushima
Expressway in Shikoku.
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Some have questioned how the new
regulations can be effectively implemented.
MLIT responded, “We want the operators
to be diligent in confirming their drivers’
conditions.” But operators have different
methods of confirmation, and when a driver
takes the wheel despite a lack of sleep, they
might claim things such as, “I couldn’t
take the time off because no substitute was
available.” This raises the question of whether
employers are able to make the appropriate
decision to pull a tired driver off their shift.
MINISTRY OF INTERNAL AFFAIRS
AND COMMUNICATIONS

PREPARING THE PUBLIC
FOR 4K/8K BROADCASTING
In less than six months, broadcasting of
ultra-high-definition 4K and 8K television
content will begin, and the Ministry of
Internal Affairs and Communications is
concerned that the public is not ready. Some
worry about a repeat of what happened with
the switch to digital broadcasting in 2011,
when areas with poor reception were forced
to endure a considerable wait. Minister of
Internal Affairs and Communications Seiko
Noda has urged manufacturers to warn
consumers that their 4K TVs might not be
able to receive broadcasts.

The Association for Promotion of
Advanced Broadcasting Services (A-PAB)
held a ceremony on June 1 to announce
preparations for the new 4K/8K satellite
broadcasts. Speaking before representatives
of the networks, TV manufacturers, and
other parties, Noda said: “Reception of
the new 4K/8K satellite broadcasts will
not be possible with the 4K TV units
that are currently on sale. A special tuner
will be required and, in some cases, the
antenna will need to be changed. To avoid
confusion, efforts should be made to keep
the public well informed.”
Manufacturers are rolling out more
4K/8K products as they look ahead to
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic
Games, but are facing a chicken-andegg situation: it’s difficult to sell products
for viewing such content before broad
casting begins.
According to a February 2018 survey
by A-PAB, just 13 percent of consumers
understand that, in addition to the 4K
TVs currently on sale, a separate receiver
is necessary to receive 4K broadcasts.
This is up from 4.5 percent in a similar
nationwide survey of 5,000 adults con
ducted in September 2016.
Noda has called for 50 percent of house
holds to be equipped for receiving 4K
programming by 2020. NHK plans to
broadcast the Olympics in 4K and 8K. n

PARTNER CONTENT

UNICORN
EXTINCTION?
Venture capital stifling
Japan’s startup scene

Following the blockbuster stock market debut of

BREEDING UNICORNS
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s government aims to produce
20 unicorns by 2023. But Japan is having a hard time because of “the
scarcity of investment money and the low rate of establishment” of
such enterprises, said Yosuke Nakamura of the NLI Research Institute.
Pension funds and similar traditionally oriented institutional
investors tend to shy away from startups. The venture capital funds
that startups received in the year ended March amounted to about
¥130 billion—just over $1 billion—a far cry from the roughly
$80 billion spent annually in the United States.
“It is hoped that Mercari’s listing will create the impetus for insti
tutional investor money to actively flow to startups,” said Soichi
Kariyazono, chairman of the Japan Venture Capital Association.

e-commerce company Mercari, Inc. on June 19,
Japan’s lineup of unlisted startups valued at more than
$1 billion has shrunk to basically one, underscoring the
domestic tech industry’s persistent failure to cultivate
such companies, known as unicorns.
Mercari ended its initial session with a market capitalization
of ¥717.2 billion ($6.53 billion), making it the new leader of the
Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Mothers board for startups. Now, the only
widely recognized Japanese unicorn left is artificial intelligence
developer Preferred Networks, Inc. after another unicorn—MTG
Co., Ltd., maker of the Sixpad wearable training gear—also went
public on July 10.
Out of the 240 unicorns globally, the United States is home to
116 while China has 71, according to data from CB Insights. NonJapanese unicorns that graduate to the trading floor also create a
far bigger splash than Mercari. Spotify Technology’s initial public
offering on the New York Stock Exchange reaped a market cap of
$26.5 billion at the end of the session, while Dropbox was valued at
more than $11 billion on the Nasdaq Stock Market.
Meanwhile, even bigger heavyweights are preparing to go public.
Uber Technologies Inc. in the United States is estimated to be
worth more than $40 billion.

GOING GLOBAL
There is also a dearth of Japanese startups willing to tackle the inter
national market from the very start, as Mercari did. The company
went as far as recruiting John Lagerling from Facebook to head its
US operations.
But Mercari’s US business has been lackluster. Ever since the
company entered the market in 2014, sales have failed to top
¥1.5 billion, and the segment’s operating loss persists at ¥6.9 billion.
In contrast, Mercari’s domestic operation earned a ¥5 billion
operating profit during the nine months ended March, and sales
jumped nearly 70 percent.
Lagerling says Mercari will prevail in the United States by
employing advanced technology such as machine
learning. Tomoichiro Kubota, senior market
analyst at Matsui Securities Co., Ltd., said America
will be tough to crack due to the high costs of
advertising and the language barrier. Japan’s
e-commerce platform Rakuten and the chat app
Line are also struggling to gain a foothold in the
United States.
On the other hand, Kubota said, Mercari is
making the right call in going for the United States.
“It is a large market, and expectations from investors
run high.” n

Top Seven Nations with Unicorns
(unlisted companies expected to have market cap of at least $1 billion)
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South Korea
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RI AWARDS

RECRUITING
RECOGNITION
RI Awards honor
Japan’s top companies
By Megan Casson

Competition is fierce in the recruitment
industry. Being recognized for excellence is
important for setting yourself apart in the eyes
of job seekers, and the RI Awards—the industry’s
biggest competition held annually in Australia,
the United Kingdom, and Japan—is one of the
most sought-after accolades.
This year’s black-tie gala, co-produced by Custom Media,
publisher of The ACCJ Journal, brought together the biggest
and best recruitment companies in Japan on July 29 at
Tokyo American Club.
A judging panel of 14 industry experts selected the
winners, and RI Awards Director David Head presented
18 trophies to 14 companies.
Head spoke to The ACCJ Journal about why he thinks
the honors are important. “It’s just the sheer fact that we
reward—and look for—the best in the recruitment sector.
It’s a great way for us to highlight the industry we work in
and the great people we have in the industry. That’s what
it’s all about.”
AFFECTING CHANGE
One way in which the RI Awards highlight important
issues in recruitment—and thus encourage companies to
evolve and advance individual sectors—is through named
awards. One example is diversity and inclusion (D&I),
which is a hot topic in Japan. Having a prize specifically

for D&I is a great way to inspire recruiters to think more
carefully about inclusion, to assess the composition of
their team, and to help diversify the workplace in Japan.
This year’s Diversity & Inclusion Champion award went to
Michael Page International (Japan) KK.
Lawrence Shalberg of executive search brokerage The
Agency feels that winning two prestigious RI Awards is a
testament to the success of his company, which took home
both the Best Small Recruitment Company to Work For
and the Best Newcomer—Rising Star awards. He said the
distinctions were “very honoring” and that it seems the size
of a company need not determine the impact it makes.
LEADING THE WAY
The Business Leader of the Year award went to Matt Nicholls of
RGF Professional Recruitment Japan. The prize goes to an
individual, but Nicholls doesn’t see it as a solo honor. “We
have such a strong team, so that’s why I think we won it.
And it shows in the growth of the company. We have gone
from 19 to 123 staff and we have great people.”
Recruitment was virtually non-existent in Japan until
this year’s RI Hall of Fame winner, Yasujiro Okano, founded
the pioneering recruitment firm Staff Service in 1960. Fastforward 47 years and Japanese giant Recruit Holdings Co., Ltd.
bought the company for $1.5 billion.
The range of contenders in the 2018 RI Awards shows just
how far recruitment has come since Okano’s innovation nearly
six decades ago, and how the hard work of each company—and
the contributions recruiters are making to the workforce—are
changing Japan and the world for the better. Congratulations
to all the nominees and winners! n

2018 RECRUITMENT INTERNATIONAL AWARD WINNERS
IT & Technology Recruitment
Company of the Year
SThree

Best Back Office Team
of the Year
Robert Walters

Best Medium Recruitment
Company to Work For
Apex

Healthcare & Life Sciences
Recruitment Company
of the Year
SThree

Growth Company
of the Year
Robert Walters

Best Specialist Recruitment
of the Year
Apex

Rising Star
The Agency

Diversity & Inclusion
Champion
Michael Page

Best CSR Initiative
Morgan Mckinley
Banking & Finance Recruitment
Company of the Year
Robert Walters
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Best Small Recruitment
Company to Work For
The Agency
Best Large Recruitment
Company to Work For
Hays
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Technical & Industrial
Recruitment Company
of the Year
Boyd & Moore

Best RPO Provider
Boyd & Moore
Best Executive Search
Company of the Year
RGF Executive Search Japan
Business Leader of the Year
RGF Professional
Recruitment Japan
Outstanding HR & Recruitment
Professional of the Year
Shinsuke Hoshi, en
world Japan K.K.
RI Hall of Fame
Yasujiro Okano

SURVEY

A MATTER OF TRUST
Edelman’s annual survey finds erosion in Japan
To feel safe delegating important aspects of our lives
and well-being to others, we need to trust them to
act with integrity and with our best interests in mind.
Trust is at the heart of an individual’s relationship
with an institution and its leadership. If trust in an
institution diminishes, we begin to fear that we are
no longer in safe, reliable hands. Without trust, the
fabric of society can unravel to the detriment of all.
Now in its 18th year, the Edelman Trust Barometer measures
trust in 28 countries in four key institutions:
 Media
 Government
 Business
 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
TALE OF TWO COUNTRIES
The most striking finding of this year’s survey is the polari
zation of trust. While trust is rising strongly in some countries,
it is falling dramatically in others.
This is most evident in the trust profiles for the United States
and China. Trust in US institutions plummeted. Particularly
among those with higher levels of education and income, trust in
government in the United States fell by a dramatic 30 points.
Now, just 33 percent of Americans trust their government to
do the right thing. Likewise, trust in media fell 22 points to
42 percent and trust in business fell 20 points to 54 percent.
While at a low level, business is now the most trusted of the
four institutions in the United States.

China is exactly the opposite. Trust in government by the
informed public now stands at an amazing 89 percent. One
may question freedom of the press in China, but trust in
that institution by Chinese citizens is also high at 80 percent.
Trust in business is at 85 percent.
HERE AT HOME
Japan’s trust index hovers at a miserable 37 percent, meaning
that only about one in three Japanese have trust in the four
institutions to do the right thing. Among the informed
public in Japan, trust in media fell eight points to 37 percent,
trust in government is down six points to 47 percent, and
trust in business dropped three points to 52 percent. NGOs
saw an increase, however, up two points to 46 percent.
As in the United States, business is the only institution in
Japan trusted by more than half the informed public.
The situation is even more dire among the general
population, with trust in media at 32 percent, government
at 37 percent, and business at 42 percent. Trust in NGOs
saw a significant six-point rise among the general population
to 37 percent, making these groups trusted as much as
government—albeit by only one-third of the population.
VIEW FROM AFAR
But how is Japan seen from the outside? Trust in companies
headquartered in Japan, a surrogate or “Brand Japan,” unfortu
nately declined in 18 of the 28 countries surveyed. Although
trust in Japanese companies increased in the major markets of
the United States (+3 to 54 percent), China (+3 to 48 percent),
and South Korea (+9 to 44 percent), there can be no doubt that
the quality issues experienced by many Japanese companies
in recent years—particularly in the second half of 2017—have
taken their toll on Brand Japan. n
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Recruitment
Business Index—a monthly printed and digital industry company listing—
can help you find the best talent and much more!

journal.accj.or.jp/businessindex

“We deliver world-class
recruitment services that adapt
to your changing needs. For
more than 30 years, we have
provided comprehensive
solutions that strengthen our
partnership with you.”

“The Recruit brand name allows
us to attract the best bilingual
Japanese candidates and helps us
forge long-lasting relationships
with market-leading clients.”
—Matt Nicholls, managing director

—Grant Habgood, managing director

“Our experienced consultants,
based in Tokyo and Osaka,
execute assignments with
a proactive and targeted
approach that presents our
clients’ businesses and overall
objectives effectively to
qualified professionals.”
—Struan McKay,
representative director/CEO

SThree K.K
SThree K.K. delivers world-class
recruitment services that adapt to your
changing needs. For over 30 years, we
have provided comprehensive solutions
that strengthen our partnership with you.

RGF Professional Recruitment
RGF Professional Recruitment Japan,
a Recruit Group Company, strives to
be the recruiter of choice for bilingual
professionals and global organizations
in Japan.

RGF Executive Search
RGF Executive Search Japan is a leader
in bilingual executive search and
recruiting services. Since 1998, we have
built an unparalleled track record of
sourcing, attracting, and securing the
best talent for our clients, from startups
to multinational corporations. As part
of the Recruit Group, we have been a
trusted partner on search assignments
for C-Suite and senior to mid-level
management roles for over 20 years.

03-4520-4016
g.habgood@sthree.com
www.computerfutures.com/ja
https://apac.realstaffing.com/ja
www.huxley.com/ja

03-6422-4400
matt.nicholls@rgf-professional.com
www.rgf-professional.com

03-4563-1700
struan.mckay@rgf-executive.com
www.rgf-executive.jp

2018 Recruitment International Awards names
Matt Nicholls Business Leader of the Year

W

hen Matt Nicholls was appointed managing director
of RGF Professional in August 2015, the company—
then called RGF HR Agent—was struggling. There had
been three managing directors since the business was
established in 2011, and staff turnover was extremely high.
To compound this, RGF had a mixed reputation among
clients as well as recruiters who worked for competing firms,
and staff turnover had created another issue: the 19-person
RGF team was based in Ebisu, in an office with room for 80.
Nicholls was under immediate pressure to steady the
business and do something about the unused office space.

REBUILDING
Parent company Recruit had decided it would be best to
sublet half the office; but Nicholls had other ideas. It was
clear to him that the business had huge potential, being
part of Japan’s best recruitment brand and having access to
great resources. He persuaded Recruit to hold back on any
decision for six months and let him replace departed staff.
From the start, Nicholls’s vision was to transform RGF into
the leading bilingual recruitment agency in Japan. To do so,
he had to attract star performers from the competition.
He managed to sell his vision for the company and make
several key hires, including Alex Zoboli, who joined from
a competitor as director of sales and marketing. Zoboli had
just been awarded Manager of the Year for Asia at his previous
company and was an extremely valuable recruit.

Nicholls knew that he must present a compelling
case to potential hires if they were to choose RGF
over competitors.
The success of his new pitch was dramatic, and rarely was
a head-to-head battle lost. He took this so seriously that
he conducted every initial interview for the first two years,
often talking to more than 20 potential new hires a week.
By January 2018, there were 85 people squeezed into that
same office in Ebisu.

FLOURISHING
In less than three years, both infrastructure and reputation
had developed to such an extent that RGF Professional
welcomed an additional 30 new starters—half recruited
directly from competitors in Tokyo—in one go on the day
the company moved into its new office on April 1, 2018.
To grow any business from 19 to 123 people in less
than three years is an outstanding achievement. To do
so while smashing profit targets—and without any kind
of push or direction from the head office—is rare. Quite
simply, with a different managing director at the helm,
RGF Professional Recruitment would look pretty different
than it does today. n

KEYS TO THE WIN
� Complete reset of vision, mission, values
� Revamp of the hiring process and pitch
� An environment that inspires success
� Strong emphasis on teamwork and
maximizing resources
� Redesign of all the major processes
and structures
� Complete IT overhaul and new website
� Comprehensive market coverage with
12 new teams

03-6422-4400
www.rgf-hragent.asia/japan
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Growth Story

EXECUTIVE MBA PROGRAM

ACCEPTING APPLICATIONS

EMBA Program
Begins in January 2019
Apply by October 1, 2018
Individual consultations can be arranged.

The only American
Executive MBA in Japan

§ 18-month program in central Tokyo
§ Interactive courses focused on strategy, leadership
and global studies
§ Weekend classes taught by Temple University U.S. faculty
§ Diverse student body

Executive MBA Program
Temple University, Japan Campus (TUJ), 4-1-27 Mita, Minato-ku, Tokyo

Visit our website for more information.

emba@tuj.temple.edu | 0120-86-1026

www.tuj.ac.jp/emba

Apex grows through flexibility and focus

J

apanese recruitment agency Apex Inc., which specializes
in talent acquisition for domestic and global companies
in the real estate investment and finance sector, received the
Specialist Recruitment Company of the Year Award at the
2018 RI Awards on June 29.
Kazuhisa Hashimoto established Apex in 2006, two years
prior to the global financial crisis. When the crash happened,
recruitment agencies were falling into bankruptcy and exiting
the market. This prompted Hashimoto to continue working
solo until 2012, when Shinzo Abe was elected prime minister
and the market began to improve.
GROWTH
Since then, as the market has advanced, Apex has expanded
every six months and now employs 11 experienced staff, many
of whom are bilingual. Hashimoto manages operations—
including the hiring and training of new employees—for the
company that provides staffing at various levels and offers an
extensive database to its clients.
“I think recruiters or headhunters are still undervalued
in Japanese society,” said Hashimoto. In the United States,
recruitment and headhunting is perceived as a much more
reputable career, and he hopes the industry in Japan can
erase this gap through promotion and better salaries. By 2020,
he hopes to have expanded his company to 20 employees.
ENVIRONMENT
At Apex, employees are paid according to their performance.
“I don’t give them so much pressure. I just give them the
target. Most of my staff reach that goal because our company
has a good compensation system,” Hashimoto said. “The
more revenue they make, the more income they make; and
so we have a very highly competitive commission structure.”
Most recruitment agencies offer an incentive ratio between
25 and 30 percent, but Apex doubles that.

“I think we have a good working environment. Staff don’t
need to come to the office every day; they come every time
they need to, so we don’t have the concept of paid vacation and
sick leave,” he explained. With the exception of a mandatory
weekly meeting and their own client commitments, employees
are able to customize their schedules by arriving and leaving as
they wish—even working on weekends if they choose.
CHALLENGES
Although job opportunities are on the rise in Tokyo, recruiters
are finding it increasingly challenging to convince job seekers
to accept their clients’ offers. “We have to negotiate with clients
to raise the salary or offer more benefits,” Hashimoto said.
“I often ask our clients to invite the candidate for dinner.
Because I am the agent, my impact is limited. But, for a direct
employer, the pathway to the candidate has a stronger impact.”
IMPETUS
Prior to receiving their RI award, Apex had picked up two
Nikkei Human Resources Agent Awards, in 2015 and 2016. The
accolades have strengthened the trust and connections the
company has cultivated over the years and improved its status
in Japan’s real estate investment and finance market. Apex
has strong links within this sector in Tokyo and has obtained a
reputable status with both employers and employees.
To build upon this local success, Hashimoto is looking to
expand not only in Japan but also to the United States. He said
that the RI Award will be a “good appeal for global companies”
and will fuel his plans to set up a US subsidiary through which
he can aid new university graduates as they begin their recruit
ment career—the way a US subsidiary recruitment corporation
took him under its wing 20 years ago. n

Start with the right partner to find the best talent.
Apex Inc. specializes in delivering best-practice search and recruiting
services for client organizations, ranging from multinational corporations
to small entrepreneurial businesses.

Tel: 03-6426-0250 | info@apex1.co.jp | www.apex1.co.jp
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THE AUTHORITY ON GLOBAL BUSINESS IN JAPAN
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Special Advertising Section

Education
The September 2018 issue of The ACCJ Journal will feature a special
advertising section on Education, providing companies in the following
sectors an excellent opportunity to showcase their services and solutions:


International schools



Educational products



Daycare centers



Colleges



Kindergartens



Universities



Language schools



Training companies



MBA courses



Executive coaching

Promote your business to 50,000 executives.

Also featured in September: Data Security



SMEs

As space is limited, please reserve your spot early by contacting Edvard Vondra.
Tel: 03. 4540. 7730 Email: journal@custom-media.com
Booking deadline: Wednesday, August 22

Go beyond traditional recruitment for better hires

W

hat if you could hire staff for just a 10-percent placement
fee? What if that low fee decreased each time you hired
an additional employee? In the world’s most expensive recruiting
market, that could change the course of your business. With
Fidel Consulting’s Head Hunter Outsourcing (HHO), it’s a reality.
Finding staff can be time consuming and costly, and recruiters
in Japan charge, on average, 30 percent of a new hire’s salary.
Making sure your budget brings you the best talent is critical,
but, unless you have an in-house recruiter, it can be tough
and expensive.
CONNECTION PROBLEM
In many countries, human resources (HR) staff can turn to LinkedIn
to find candidates. But the platform is not so popular in Japan,
where just 1.6 million people—a mere 2 percent of the workforce—
share details of their work and career through the service.
Because companies with an HR team or in-house recruiter
typically devote a majority of their time to LinkedIn, this is a real
problem. But what other approaches can they take?
Lawrence Kieffer, chief operating officer of Tokyo-based
Fidel Consulting, believes that recruiters must apply a wider
range of techniques to identify and source the best candidates.
“A dedicated headhunter has all the resources they need to
contact candidates and make introductions. They do the whole
end-to-end process, just like a regular headhunter would. They
source, recruit, screen, introduce, coordinate interviews, help
negotiate salaries at the end—everything up to making sure
the person started on the right day. It’s just like working with
a headhunter, but they are 100 percent dedicated to your
company only and at a fraction of the cost.”
That’s what Fidel’s HHO service provides.
FLAT FEE
While the approach casts a wider net, it doesn’t cost more. In
fact, it costs less. Regardless of how many positions you fill, the
fees never balloon. The experienced headhunter works only for
you, providing tailored, concentrated, focused energy to fill that
key single vacancy or assembling an entire stellar team.
The annual fee structure is unique in the market and offers
flexibility not found elsewhere. With Fidel’s HHO, there’s no need
to think on a candidate-by-candidate basis. Your recruiter is
available for a full 12 months to assist with talent acquisition on
a broad scale. This means you can hire as many candidates as

needed—when needed—without worrying about a high cost
per hire. The more people you hire, the more money you save;
and even if you hire only one person you still come out ahead
because the fee is often less than any other Japanese recruiter’s
per-candidate rate.
THE POSSIBILITY PROBLEM
That’s because contingency-based recruiters get paid per place
ment, a model that can also lead to a limited pool of candidates
and difficulties filling some positions. High-profile openings often
require a lot of legwork and research beyond the recruiter’s own
database. Because the likelihood of success is less certain—and
the time requirement greater—contingency recruiters are more
likely to move on to easier roles that are quicker to fill so they can
be sure to make money. How often have you heard this familiar
refrain from a headhunter: “I am working really hard to find the
right people for you!” Yet, no resumes coming through?
This is another area in which Fidel Consulting’s HHO approach
solves traditional recruitment problems and provides greater value.
Without concern over getting paid per placement, your dedicated
recruiter is happy to tackle the most difficult assignment.
Staleness is another problem that can surface when working
with traditional recruiters. People change jobs and résumés
become dated. The information in the recruiter’s database
may not provide a true picture of the current market. Fidel
Consulting’s HHO process gives you fresh results and direct
access to candidates, and it extends that access to those not
registered with recruiters or LinkedIn.
SURE SUCCESS
In the end, Fidel Consulting’s HHO puts less pressure on company
staff—particularly those in HR—and allows smaller, younger
companies to build a strong team more
quickly and affordably.
For larger companies, multiple hires
cost far less and those high-level positions
get the tough legwork needed to identify
the best candidate. The service can even be
scaled up by adding more headhunters for
a limited period when multiple positions
need to be filled in parallel. It’s a winning
combination of retainer-level dedication
Lawrence Kieffer
and want-ad-level costs for employers. n
chief operating officer

WE FIND PEOPLE WHO WORK
With a local and global pool of candidates, Fidel addresses business needs by delivering
tech-savvy human capital. Contact us at: info@fidelconsulting.com or 03-3351-3160
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Education
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SURVEY SHEDS LIGHT ON GLOBAL GENDER CHALLENGE

G

lobally, many companies are missing opportunities due
to a lack of diversity among senior leadership. A failure
to reflect the social makeup of the markets and communities
in which they operate could be holding businesses back. In
our recent International Business Report 2018 (IBR), based on
a survey conducted during November and December 2017, we
captured the views of 2,580 business leaders in 35 countries
concerning diversity.
On average, 40 percent of businesses believe diversity is
important to their success, but just 14 percent are acting to
diversify their senior team.
In Japan, a mere 7 percent of senior management positions
are held by women, placing the country last. The global survey
average is 25 percent. Moreover, just 13 percent of businesses
in Japan have a member of senior management younger than
35, compared with the global average of 24 percent.
Grant Thornton International Ltd. Chief Executive Officer
Peter Bodin shared some of the IBR findings and his personal
insight in a July 3 interview with Nikkei Sangyo Newspaper,
highlights of which follow.
How does Japan’s gender diversity compare globally?
Quite honestly, 7 percent is an extremely low figure. However,
even in the United Kingdom, which is thought to be progressive
in this respect, the percentage of senior management positions
held by women is only 19 percent, and the number is 23 percent
in the United States. Even Europe remains at 26 percent as
a whole, which is also low. The goal, ultimately, should be
50 percent—close to the gender ratio of the population.
What is needed to change the situation?
Gender diversity is a global movement that will never turn back.
Top management should be aware that there is no choice but to
pursue diversity when considering long-term strategy. However,
change does not just happen. Governmental and societal pre
ssure is instrumental in pushing businesses to change.
In Europe, for example, promotion of female directors is
institutionalized. Employees believe that diversified organiza
tions provide a more pleasant working environment. Activities
aimed at diversification are also moving forward. Investors have
come to declare that they will no longer invest in businesses
with less progressive diversification efforts.
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Will Japan’s Corporate Governance Code make a difference?
I believe it can only be a good thing to encourage the
appointment of female and foreign national directors, but
competent individuals must be chosen as leaders. In-house
employee development and recruitment are important. If a
company assumes that employees are not yet developed—
and does not conduct adequate research—they are likely to
overlook competent internal candidates.
What are the effects of diversification?
As globalization continues to progress and management expe
riences rapid changes in the business environment, multifaceted
judgment has become a requirement. Through gender, ethnic,
and age diversity, we can gain new and different perspectives.
I myself have experience implementing diversification
measures. In 2000, when I became CEO of Grant Thornton
Sweden, all executive officer positions were held by men. After
taking office, I actively appointed competent women. Now,
nearly half of the positions are held by women. Consequently,
discussions to respond to changes have become more
lively, and there has been a clear shift in decision-making
processes. Diversification has also enhanced the degree of
organizational transparency.
Might diversification reduce corporate corruption?
I cannot profess to have a firm grasp on the situation in Japan.
However, I do believe that organizational transparency will be
greatly enhanced by pursuing diversification and will lead to
a reduction of such risks. Societies continue to become more
open due to the widespread use of social media, and this
societal change makes it of utmost importance for businesses
to ensure internal and external transparency. n

Peter Bodin
CEO, Grant Thornton International Ltd
Grant Thornton is a leading business adviser that helps dynamic
organizations to unlock their potential for growth. Our brand
is respected globally, as one of the major global accounting
organizations recognized by capital markets, regulators, and
international standards-setting bodies.

For more information, please contact your Grant Thornton representative
at +81 (0)3 5770 8829 or email at mc@jp.gt.com

www.grantthornton.jp/en
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