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Some people live to work. Others work
to live. However you look at it, finding
balance between the professional and
personal sides of life is essential.
Without equilibrium, we cannot realize
our full potential at work, and we cannot
enjoy being alive. Sure, there are those rare
individuals who find such joy in the office
that work itself is their singular reason for
existing. But, for most of us, a swing of the
pendulum too far to the work side leads to
burnout, too far to the personal side brings a
feeling that we aren’t living up to our potential.
COMPANY CARE
Work–life balance is something we talk about
a lot these days. We know that it is needed,
but drawing up plans and making it happen
are two different things.
We Tokyoites live in one of the world’s
busiest cities, in a country renowned for its

devotion to the office and grueling work
schedules. Among American Chamber
of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) member
companies, there is a clear understanding
that work–life balance is a must, and many
have implemented highly flexible plans
and created innovative workspaces that put
employee well-being at the center.
As you read through the pages of this issue,
you’ll find some examples. I spoke about this
to Simone Thomsen, the new president of
Eli Lilly Japan K.K., an ACCJ President’s
Circle member company (page 20), and
also to James Feliciano, president of AbbVie
G.K., an ACCJ Corporate Sustaining
member company (page 34).
PERSONAL CARE
But while these and other companies are
assembling the framework to let us live
better lives and be more successful in our
jobs, we as individuals aren’t always doing
our part. I know that’s true of me.
Whether it’s a product of the culture, an
outdated mentality that sitting at a desk in
the office equals productivity and results,
or a feeling that we must be switched on at
all times not to let others down, many of
us put extreme pressure on ourselves. This,

incidentally, relates to the pharma theme
of this issue, because that pressure and
the resulting stress can have a serious
impact not only on mental health but
also on physical well-being.
TOTAL CARE
Companies are changing because they
understand that healthier, happier
employees are more productive, inno
vative, and loyal. Offering options for
greater work–life balance also helps
them attract the best talent in a highly
competitive market.
But they can only do so much.
And in this moment of self-reflection,
I encourage everyone to take advantage
of the opportunities your company pro
vides. Because we only get one chance
to share life with friends and family, and
to pursue the things we love. And, in
the end, those moments make us more
ready to do our best work when the pen
dulum swings to the business side. n

A flagship publication of the American
Chamber of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ),
The ACCJ Journal is a business magazine
with a 56-year history.
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next big step in Tokyo?
Located in the heart of business in Tokyo, with stunning views of the Imperial Palace and
Tokyo skyline, The Premier Floor is the launch pad for the next stage of business growth.
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Engaged Advocacy
and Leadership

PRESIDENT

By Peter M. Jennings
ACCJ President

A

t the American Chamber of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ),
strengthening the trade and economic partnership between
the United States and Japan is a key focus of our advocacy.
In these turbulent economic and political times, the ACCJ’s
ability to engage and be flexible is more imperative than ever.
The ACCJ aims to stay ahead of the curve and execute on
relevant and strong advocacy. We are fortunate to have talented
members with deep experience in this area at the chamber who
contribute through ACCJ committees as well as the DC and
Diet Doorknocks.
Yet it is incumbent on each of us in the ACCJ community
to be knowledgeable on the key initiatives and challenges we
are facing. That is why we are making a more concerted effort
to ensure you know the topics and are equipped to engage.
SUPPORTING ADVOCACY POSITIONS
The ACCJ is strengthening how we involve and inform members
for whom advocacy is a top priority, along with building closer
ties with key partners. Three new offerings are:

External Affairs Briefing Series
External Affairs (EA) Roadshow
■■ Advocacy Training
■■
■■

The newly launched External Affairs Briefing Series will increase
the knowledge base of the chamber by making buzzword topics
more understandable for advocacy newcomers. This series kicked
off in September with a session on personal information protection
led by Megumi Tsukamoto, co-chair of the Digital Economy
Committee, and a session on healthcare reform led by John
Carlson, chair of the Healthcare Committee.
The External Affairs (EA) Roadshow, which began in June,
provides an overview of the ACCJ resources available to commit
tees pursuing advocacy related activities.
In addition, to make advocacy efforts more accessible to all
committees, the Committee Excellence Advisory Council is
offering training sessions on topics such as how to write policy
documents that further ACCJ positions.
The chamber also engages in relationship-building with key
stakeholders. Recent engagement includes meetings with the
leadership at the Embassy of the United States, Tokyo, including

Chargé d’Affaires ad interim Joseph M. Young and newly
arrived Embassy officers. The partnership between the ACCJ
and the Embassy remains a cornerstone of our advocacy
engagement. Our members provide on-the-ground knowhow and experience, while our Embassy counterparts
remain valued sources of government policy expertise and
commercial support.
We are also engaged through events open to non-ACCJ
members. On September 10, I spoke at the Midwest US–Japan
51st Anniversary Conference in Tokyo. Though my invitation
was as President of Dow Japan, I was delighted to promote the
chamber and our member companies that are investing in every
key industry and economic segment in Japan. I also underscored
the ACCJ’s position that the United States and Japan should
progress toward a trade agreement that addresses a range of
ongoing issues and supports future-focused industries. This will
strengthen the US–Japan alliance, generate innovation, spur
capital investment, and create high-paying, highly skilled jobs in
both countries.
SHARE YOUR VOICE
The ACCJ will hold its annual Ordinary General Meeting
(OGM) on October 30 at 6:30 p.m. at Tokyo American
Club. This is one of the best opportunities to learn about the
chamber’s strategic focus and future goals.
At the OGM, you’ll hear more about the ACCJ’s advocacy
efforts, as well as progress being made in our other two strategic
focus areas: Member Centricity and Operational Effectiveness.
I look forward to sharing the State of the Chamber and plans
for the remainder of the year. At this meeting, I will also share
the candidates for the 2019 Board of Governors election and
proposed amendments to the Constitution.
Your voice at this meeting is important. We invite members
to participate by asking questions of the candidates, sharing
comments, and reviewing the Constitutional amendments that
will guide the chamber. I strongly encourage you to join us and
be part of the ACCJ’s governance.
I also encourage you not to miss your chance to vote in the
election in November, which ensures you have a say in the
governance of the Chamber. If you have any questions about the
upcoming OGM, please contact membership@accj.or.jp n

In these turbulent economic and political times, the ACCJ’s ability
to engage and be flexible is more imperative than ever.
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IN MEMORIAM

Remembering former
ACCJ President
Thomas F. Jordan
(1931–2019)
By C Bryan Jones

F

riend. Mentor. Leader. This is how many remember
Thomas F. Jordan, president of the American Chamber of
Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) from 1994 to 1995. Jordan
sadly left us on August 7, suddenly and unexpectedly, at the age
of 88. His wife, Karen Wenk-Jordan, informed the ACCJ and
friends in Tokyo with a heartfelt letter that began, “My sweetie
Tom has passed away.”
The news of his death shocked those who recall the energy
he brought to the ACCJ and his dedication to building a strong
community for US businesses in Japan. In addition to his two
terms as president, Jordan served on the Board of Governors
for more than 20 years.

LEGACY OF LEADERSHIP
“Tom’s years of dedicated service played a major role in making
the ACCJ the vibrant organization it is today,” recalled former
ACCJ Executive Director Samuel Kidder, who led the chamber
from 2006 to 2014. “I was sad to hear of Tom Jordan’s passing.
When I first came to Japan as an embassy officer in 1988, Tom
was already an established chamber leader. His friendship to so
many of us will be long remembered, and his contributions to
our organization will be appreciated by all who come after.”
Nicholas Benes, who served as chair of the ACCJ Growth
Strategy Task Force (2010–18) and two terms as Governor
(2011–12), credits Jordan with helping him succeed. “Tom was
a wonderful, warm person who gave his all to the ACCJ. He
provided fatherly, kind advice to me in all sorts of ways. Because
of his long leadership in advocacy at the ACCJ, he could recall
things like the Foreign Direct Investment White Paper that the
ACCJ published some 30 years ago, and therefore was an eager
supporter of similar initiatives the ACCJ later undertook in
that area, as well as many others. His institutional memory was
invaluable, and his passing is a loss to us all.”
That institutional memory was cited by others, including
current ACCJ Vice President Eric W. Sedlak, who said, “Tom’s
substantial experience in Japan enabled him to provide guidance
and insights to the Board of Governors on many matters,
great and small.”
MENTOR AND FRIEND
Other former presidents told The ACCJ Journal how important
Jordan was to them when they stepped into the role. Bill Beagles
(1996–98), who immediately followed Jordan in the position,
said that he has lost a close personal friend and mentor. “One
of the first tasks he helped me with was the reorganization
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of the management structure, which set the course for three
vice presidents to facilitate better functional coverage of our
diverse organization,” he said. “Tom and I both shared a love
for Maui, where both our families owned properties in South
Maui. We played a lot of golf together and, sometimes, who
won the hole was a little precise. Tom loved to win, but he was a
gracious loser, too. We enjoyed many dinners together on that
lovely island and shared a couple of Christmas parties—hosted
by him and his lovely wife—at their Maui home. He enjoyed the
mornings and the beautiful sunsets, which could be seen from
his deck. I will remember Tom as I see those Maui sunsets and
always think of him as a dear friend and mentor.”
Debbie Howard (2004–05) said: “Tom was a wonderful source
of encouragement and advice to me. I always felt that he had
my back. I feel honored to have known and worked with this
fine gentleman, and to remember his great contributions over
the years.”
Howard also shared a personal moment. “In my first year as a
board member in 1997, Tom brought our board an opportunity
to tour the USS Stennis, which was then at sea near Japan. The
original Japanese invitees had declined, so the offer had come
to our board. Several of us were flown out on a military aircraft.
We made a tailhook landing, watched fighter jet maneuvers all
day, spent the night on the Stennis, and were then flown back
the next day. It was one of the most amazing experiences of
our lives.”
Charles D. Lake II (2006–07) said: “He was gracious to me
in his counsel and he never shied from sharing his opinion
or providing the historical context. His perspective—shaped by
deep business experience—helped bring balance to debate and
enabled the ACCJ to more effectively engage with stakeholders,
including the Government of Japan.”
STEADY HAND
The years in which Jordan served as president were a time
of significant change and challenges for Japan, recalls
William R. Farrell, ACCJ executive director from 1990 to
1995. The Liberal Democratic Party fell, a socialist Prime
Minister was elected, and the economy experienced significant
turbulence. Jordan’s leadership, acumen, and language skills,
Farrell said, were essential to the chamber’s success during
those difficult times.
“In February 1994, Tom and several leaders of the ACCJ
were in Washington for a meeting of the U.S.–Japan Business
Council and Doorknock meetings with US Administration
officials. Prime Minister Hosokawa, at the same time, led a

Jordan and his wife, Karen, at the ACCJ Crystal Ball on December 3, 1994.

large delegation of Japanese leaders to Washington. The talks
did not go well between the governments. There was real
concern by members of the ACCJ that the organization had to
take some independent action,” Farrell recalls.
“This led to the replication of the Washington Doorknock in
Tokyo. For the first time, the ACCJ, as an organization, would
replicate the lobbying effort and meet with politicians and
government officials in Tokyo. The effort, after much internal
debate, turned out to be an excellent opportunity to educate
and inform key members of the Japanese government.”
The efforts undertaken during Jordan’s time as president conti
nue today in the form of the annual DC and Diet Doorknocks.
Thomas W. Whitson, former ACCJ treasurer (1994–95)
and president (2009–10) shared a more lighthearted memory
of Jordan. “As part of the ACCJ’s efforts to cultivate Japanese
government relationships, we paid a courtesy visit to Diet
Member Takako Doi shortly after she was elected the first
woman speaker of Japan’s Lower House. It turned out that
Madame Doi and Tom grew up in the same Kobe neighbor
hood and snacked at the same noodle shop when they were
kids. Tom was a great human being and we will truly miss him.”

Jordan’s leadership, acumen, and language skills . . .
were essential to the chamber’s success during those difficult times.
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At the 6th Annual Professor’s Evening at Tokyo American Club on May 18, 1994.

HEART FOR GIVING
Jordan was also a mentor to those trying to find their footing as
business leaders. Chairman Emeritus Kumi Sato remembers:
“In 1987, when I joined the ACCJ, Tom became one of my first
mentors. I learned a lot from him. Since I was always running
my company and didn’t have a boss—nor much corporate
experience—he was the best teacher for me to learn how to
manage a whole lot of things, including managing meetings
and resolving conflicts.”
She also cites his devotion to helping others as a catalyst
for the ACCJ’s vibrant efforts to support charities.
“Tom chaired the Community Service Fund for many
years. Again, I learned from him through how he vetted the
proposals. His decisions always remained consistent and in
alignment with the fund’s golden rules: the recipients had to
be supporting local causes, had to be organizations with little
overhead, and our funds had to really be contributed to their
existence and activities. I think, even today, the fundamental
goals of our giving principle lies in the decisions that were
made during these times.”

Lake also told The ACCJ Journal about Jordan’s devotion to
helping the community. “Tom was, for decades, a key leader
of the ACCJ. He was respected throughout the community for
his broad perspective and commitment to the organization.
His tenure as president was marked by the Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake of January 1995. Under his leadership, the ACCJ’s
charitable response was swift and set the foundation for the
establishment of CSAC—the Community Service Advisory
Council—and an enduring service mindset, which continues
today,” he said. “It was clear that Tom believed that companies
should serve and support the communities in which they
do business, and this sentiment—which Tom embodied—was
ultimately enshrined in the ACCJ’s Core Advocacy Principles.”
Jordan’s unexpected passing has moved us all at the ACCJ,
and we feel the same sentiment Lake shared in his comments.
“Tom always did the right thing, and I am grateful for all he
has contributed to the US business community in Japan.”
You will forever be a part of our organization. Thank
you, Tom. n

TOM JORDAN, ACCJ LEADERSHIP

President (1994–95)
Vice President (1992–93)
Board of Governors (1991, 1996–2007)
CSAC Chair (2007–10)

Share your memories and condolences at: bit.ly/tomjordanmemorial
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What science can do
Biologics in the treatment of asthma
Eosinophils are known to infiltrate the
airways of some asthma patients and
cause airway inflammation.
AstraZeneca has developed a biologic
that binds to the surface of eosinophils
and recruits natural killer cells to
remove them from circulation.

VEEVA ID: Z4-11671 Date of preparation: July 2018 Date of expiry: July 2020

1 Dr. Yasuhiro Suzuki (third left), chief medical and

ACCJ
EVENTS

global health officer of the Ministry of Health, Labour
and Welfare, shared progress on the implementation
of Japan’s cancer genomic medicine strategy at
an event entitled The Future of Medical Oncology
and Genomics in Japan at Tokyo American Club
on September 10.

2 Yakult Swallows President Tsuyoshi Kinugasa (left)
spoke about how to successfully lead a storied
Japanese baseball team at a luncheon at Tokyo
American Club on September 4.

3 From left: Vice Chair of the Women in Business
Committee Elizabeth Handover and Nobuko Sasae,
the 2018 ACCJ Person of the Year. Sasae gave an
inspiring talk about finding her voice in her career,
bridging cultures, and helping empower women
through the Nobuko Forum at an event entitled
The Power of Communication at The Place of Tokyo
on September 17.

1

4 The ACCJ-Chubu External Affairs Committee, toge
ther with ACCJ Vice President-Chubu Ray Proper (fifth
right) and Governor-Chubu Michel Weenick (fourth
right), visited the Nagoya Chamber of Commerce
& Industry, the Chubu Economic Federation, and
the Chubu Bureau of the Ministry of Economy, Trade
and Industry as part of the annual Chubu Doorknock
on July 31.

5 ACCJ Executive Director Laura Younger and ACCJ
Governors Eriko Asai and Mari Matthews met with the
Japanese Ambassador to the United States Shinsuke
J. Sugiyama and Minister at the Embassy of Japan
in the United States Takeshi Komoto at a reception
hosted at the Ambassador’s residence on the occasion
of the 56th Annual Japan–US Business Conference
in Washington, D.C., on September 18, 2019.

2

3

6 Stanislav Vecera (second right), president of Procter
& Gamble Japan K.K., shared insights about his
leadership roles throughout his career at the CEO
Series event Strong Beliefs to Empower People
and Organizations at the P&G Café in Kobe on
September 5.
4

7 Wolfgang Angyal (center), president of Riedel Japan,
received a certificate of appreciation from the
ACCJ-Chubu Business Programs Committee Chair
Mark Hosang (left) and vice-chair Felix Busch at
the Champagne and Glass Pairing event at Hilton
Nagoya on July 31.

UPCOMING EVENTS
Please visit www.accj.or.jp for a complete
list of upcoming ACCJ events or check our
weekly e-newsletter, The ACCJ Insider.
• OCTOBER 18

Panel Discussion with Union
of Kansai Governments on Kansai
Healthcare Data Platform

5

6

• NOVEMBER 7

Entrepreneur Workshop:
Applying the Fundamentals
to Achieve Breakthrough Results
facebook.com/The.ACCJ
twitter.com/AmChamJapan
youtube.com/user/AmChamJapan
linkedin.com/company/
american-chamber-of-commerce-in-japan
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ADVOCACY

Hospitality
Management Summits
Maintaining service as demand grows
Dr. Stephen A. Zurcher

I

n 2018, the American Chamber of Commerce in Japan
(ACCJ) Board of Governors identified five advocacy focus
areas that support economic growth in Japan. These also
improve our ability to influence business development for
our member companies and work collaboratively with the
Japanese government and business organizations. One of
these is tourism.
The goal of the Tourism, Sports & Hospitality Pillar is to
ensure adequate infrastructure, skilled labor, and informed
public policy. The advocacy segments include:
■
■
■
■
■

Integrated resorts
Hospitality trends and opportunities
Labor issues
Sports business
Transportation and logistics

TRAVEL BOOM
The inbound tourism industry in Japan is growing rapidly and
is the country’s fastest-growing business segment. Those who
have been in Japan for a while know what a beautiful country
it is and how wonderful it is to travel around it. Now, the rest
the world has discovered this, too, and explosive interest has
resulted in surging inbound visitor numbers.
In 2011, Japan had 6.2 million foreign visitors. In 2018, the
number was 31.2 million. Through June 2019, some 16.2 million
have arrived in Japan, putting Japan on track to set another
annual record—especially with a boost coming from September
through November for the Rugby World Cup 2019, being played
in 12 cities around the country.
With the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games starting
on July 24, the Japanese government expects 40 million visitors
next year. The tourism industry now represents six percent of
the Japanese domestic economy according to the Japan Tourism
Agency (JTA), part of the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure,
Transport, and Tourism.

KEEPING UP WITH DEMAND
Japan faces a labor challenge in many industries due to demo
graphic shifts. This is particularly acute in the service industries,
and more specifically the hospitality industry. There is a huge gap
between jobs available and applicants in the hospitality sector.
Even more challenging is finding properly prepared Japanese
graduates to join our many member companies in the hotel
and hospitality industry. We learned this in a series of meetings
with local general managers (GMs) from prominent hotels in
the Kansai region, organized by the ACCJ-Kansai External
Affairs Committee. These GMs told us that one of their biggest
challenges is finding Japanese management talent.
EDUCATION BOOST
To help address this, and as part of our tourism advocacy
strategy, the ACCJ and the ACCJ Kansai chapter is endorsing
and supporting two events in collaboration with the US
Foreign Commercial Service.

Kansai Gaidai University

The tourism industry now represents six percent of the Japanese domestic economy.
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PHOTO BY FRANCOIS NEL—WORLD RUGBY VIA GETTY IMAGES

Global sports events boost tourism: England score as they beat USA 45–7 in the 2019 Rugby World Cup at Kobe on September 26.

These Hospitality Management Summits, to be held in Osaka
on October 28 and in Tokyo on October 30, will focus on the
topic of hospitality education in Japan and support the successful
continuation of the Kanko Rikkoku (Tourism Nation) and
Bunka Rikkoku (Culture Nation) national policies, which aim
to meet and exceed the goals of 60 million visitors annually and
$150 billion in tourism revenue by 2030.
The summits will introduce US universities with hospitality
and tourism management programs that are top ranked globally
to address the challenges facing Japan’s hospitality industry. The
audience will comprise leaders from Japanese universities,
industry leaders, and senior-level officials from Japan’s
government and travel agencies.
Our goal for these summits is to share best practices of leading
US hospitality schools with Japanese universities that may have
started new programs, or that are considering exploring hospi
tality as a new educational focus. We also expect schools in the
United States and Japan to form exchange partnerships.
GREAT POTENTIAL
Japan has a wonderful opportunity to improve hospitality edu
cation to support the rapidly growing tourism industry. Despite
the well-known omotenashi—that deep level of hospitality

taught in Japan that makes visiting this country such a great
experience—there is not a single Japanese university ranked in
the top 300 hospitality schools worldwide. We feel these summits
can help jumpstart efforts to improve this situation.
We are very pleased that the summits also will be endorsed
by the JTA, and that the agency’s commissioner, Hiroshi Tabata,
is scheduled to be a speaker at the Tokyo summit. We expect
support from other Japanese government entities as well.
The Hospitality Management Summits are a good first
step for the ACCJ, along with our key partner, the US Foreign
Commercial Service, to collaborate with the Japanese govern
ment to encourage the education of Japanese students to support
the booming tourism industry. This will benefit our member
companies in this area and, we believe, Japan as a whole. n

Dr. Stephen A. Zurcher
is ACCJ-Kansai vice president
and head of the ACCJ Tourism,
Sports & Hospitality Pillar

HOSPITALITY MANAGEMENT SUMMITS

As part of our tourism advocacy strategy, the ACCJ-Kansai chapter is
endorsing two events in collaboration with US Foreign Commercial Service.
Osaka: October 28—Kansai Gaidai University
Tokyo: October 30—House of Representatives International Conference Room
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100+
PROJECTS
EXECUTED

15,000+
CHILDREN
REACHED

50+

FACILITIES
SERVED

We help children in distress through the Power of Play

There are 600+ orphanages in Japan, many of which have inadequate
play equipment. We helped 74 of those, but hundreds still remain in need.
Get in touch with us to see how you can help them tackle this issue.

Learn how your company can get involved:

www.poh.ngo/en/take-action

CHARIT Y BALL

Tradition of Giving
The Charity Ball and why it’s important
By Barbara Hancock

A

s a member of the global business community in Japan,
the American Chamber of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) is
committed to corporate social responsibility. And in this
time of increasing polarization, it has never been more important
for us to come together in support of the less fortunate in our
host country. While Japan remains a leading economy, and its
society and culture attract ever-growing admiration, there remain
many opportunities for the ACCJ to demonstrate leadership in
community service.
The ACCJ Charity Ball Committee (CBC) works closely
with the Community Service Advisory Council (CSAC) to
activate this effort with the generous participation of member
companies and the membership at large. The annual Charity
Ball is a time when we come together to share our success in
Japan with each other and, at the same time, generate funding
for charities qualified by a rigorous process.
Each year, the CBC and CSAC choose several charities
to promote, publicize, and support with the funds raised
through the Charity Ball in Tokyo. We favor smaller nonprofit organizations with specific needs that work to help the
homeless and support women’s issues, children, education
and US–Japan relations. This year our charities focus on the
homeless and at-risk children, as well as homes and programs
for these children.
This year, our Charity Ball funds will continue to support
the Mike Makino Fund—which includes the rice programs for
the Tokyo Union Church and Franciscan Chapel Center—as
well as the Sanyukai Homeless Center, the ACCJ Community
Service Fund, and the YMCA/ACCJ Ohisama Camp. Our other
charities for the year are:
FAIR START SUPPORT
Providing career training opportunities for high school
students living in orphanages through company tours and work
experience, Fair Start helps students identify appropriate work
according to their interests. High school graduates who have
been through the Fair Start program have a stronger sense of
job roles and workplace relationships, resulting in much lower
turnover rates. Fair Start not only works with the students, but
also identifies and visits all companies interested in being part
of the program. Many of those who intern with a company are
ultimately hired.
GOOD NEIGHBORS JAPAN
“Good Gohan” provides assistance to the children of singleparent households facing poverty and a shortage of food.

About one in two Japanese single-parent families are in
relative poverty and need assistance. Good Neighbors Japan
offers free food distribution to single-parent families in
Tokyo’s Ota and Shinagawa Wards. This initiative provides
mental and physical help by supporting the healthy growth
of children, providing allowances for living expenses, and
reducing the single parent’s isolation and mental burden.
NGO PLAYGROUND OF HOPE
Established after the Great East Japan Earthquake and
Tsunami of March 11, 2011, Playground for Hope creates
safe play areas for children across the Tohoku region. To
date, Playground for Hope has built more than 60 playsets
and expanded into revitalizing play spaces affected by the
2016 Kumamoto earthquakes. The program has also begun
assisting orphans aged 18, who are often on their own and
face challenges finding work and living quarters. Playground
for Hope helps these disadvantaged youth find full-time
employment opportunities, and offers counseling to help
them succeed.
NONOHANA-NO-IE (WILDFLOWER HOUSE)
Founded in 1984, Nonohana-no-ie Children’s Home has
provided a secure, home-like environment for hundreds
of Japanese and non-Japanese children who are victims
of child abuse, neglect, and other inhumane treatment.
Based in Kisarazu, Chiba Prefecture, the facility currently
accommodates about 40 children aged 2–18. Nonohanano-ie acts as their second home, with each unit providing a
warm, secure, family atmosphere. The group was recognized
and awarded by the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization as well as the prime minister and
emperor of Japan.
YOUMEWE
Many of the nearly 30,000 children living in children’s
homes in Japan have faced some sort of abuse at the hands
of a family member. They struggle with post-traumatic
stress disorder, decreased motivation, lack of confidence,
and a distrust of adults. Many struggle to attend university
and become independent members of their community.
YouMeWe hosts an annual summer camp to provide these
children an opportunity to experience different forms of
art. Taught by professional artists, this exposes them to new
perspectives, positive messages, and mentors—all in a fun,
safe, and therapeutic setting. n

For more information on how to help, visit: www.accjcharityball.org/accj-community-service.html
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ACCJ EVENT

Do the Right Thing
How Kinya Seto stood up for employees and shareholders
By Aaron Baggett

E

arlier this year, after a long and public clash between
management and shareholders, LIXIL Group Corporation,
a maker of pioneering water and housing products, restored
its former chief executive officer, Kinya Seto. The move came
after shareholders and employees voiced concerns over Seto’s
replacement, and is seen by many as an unprecedented victory
for corporate governance and shareholder rights in Japan.
On August 21, the American Chamber of Commerce in Japan
(ACCJ) Alternative Investment Committee (AIC) invited Seto—
now LIXIL’s director, representative executive officer, president,
and CEO—to speak about his experience at an event entitled
The Courage to Do the Right Thing: A Conversation with LIXIL
CEO Kinya Seto.

Seto said. “Where do you see the company going with the
current management? What is the potential value that I can
create? If what you want is better returns, who will you go
with? You have to make the message as simple as possible.”
During his battle with the kingmakers, Seto used a simple
yet powerful short phrase in his fight: “Save LIXIL.”
“I didn’t want to give the impression that the company would
go bankrupt without me,” Seto said. “But my true feeling was
that I wanted to save the company.”
If the sharp 18-percent rise in share price since his return
is any indication, it would appear Seto succeeded. His next
step is helping his employees regain their sense of direction
within the company.

DEFYING KINGMAKERS
When Seto was effectively ousted last November, LIXIL
found itself thrown into turmoil. He was a popular leader,
and governance concerns over his replacement process led
to a number of non-activist shareholders becoming more
vocal. LIXIL’s share price quickly collapsed and a debate on
governance and shareholder rights within Japan’s corporate
culture began.
A member of one of LIXIL’s founding families, who served
as chairman at the time, replaced Seto and blamed him for
the company’s huge loss. Unwilling to take his replacement
lying down, Seto raised concerns about what he saw as an
old guard in management, which he called kingmakers, who
too often put their own interests above those of shareholders.
“Kingmakers make this kind of situation,” he said at the event.
“They can be founders or a former CEO from 10 years ago.
They’re not in touch with the realities of day-to-day interests,
but they have the power to influence the decision-making
process.” After empowering normally passive investors to take
action and back his campaign, Seto was able to replace the
board and reinstate himself as CEO.

NOTHING TO LOSE
Given that Seto had such determination to save LIXIL even
after his abrupt departure, Packard asked who or what Seto was
fighting for. Why did he go to such great lengths to fight for
good governance? Was it for the management team, employees,
or shareholders? Was he simply trying to do the right thing?
“The answer is yes to all those things,” Seto said. “I told my
employees they would feel happy and proud about working
at LIXIL. I told shareholders and investors how amazing and
beautiful LIXIL can be. And I told my children that you have
to learn to judge things yourself and do the right thing. If I
didn’t fight this battle, I would have been lying to them all. I
had nothing to lose by fighting.”
“In Japan, people do things because it’s what their prede
cessor or competitor did. I really wanted my employees to
have a greater sense of ownership, free of outside influence.
If they can feel proud about coming to the office, then I know
I have succeeded.” n

SAVING LIXIL
Citing the AIC theme of “fighting shareholder inactivism,”
AIC Chair Frank Packard, who guided the discussion, asked
Seto how he was able to make shareholders more comfortable
about being outspoken.
“I just told them that, although going against the company is
not normal in Japan, there has to be a first time for everything,”

The move . . . is seen by many as an unprecedented victory
for corporate governance and shareholder rights in Japan.
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Level 5 Leadership
Finding the qualities of great leaders
By Jiri M. Mestecky

O

n July 3, the Kansai chapter of the American Chamber
of Commerce in Japan (ACCJ) was privileged to host
Patrik Jönsson, then-president of Eli Lilly Japan and
governor of ACCJ-Kansai, who gave a presentation on the
subject of Level 5 Leadership to a full house at Eli Lilly Japan’s
beautiful new headquarters in Kobe.
TOP LEVEL
Using the paradigm and levels of leadership established by
Jim Collins in Good to Great, his classic book on business
success, Jönsson focused on the qualities that separate good
leaders and companies from extraordinary ones. He also
added his own ideas and analysis regarding the qualities of
outstanding leaders, based upon his many years of experience
in the pharmaceutical industry and work as head of Eli Lilly’s
operations in Sweden, Italy, and Japan.
The event was highly interactive and participants had nume
rous opportunities for discussion and self-analysis in addition
to hearing from Jönsson about his extremely interesting life,
career, and thoughts on leadership. Specifically, attendees were
asked to consider the elements of great leadership, think about
their own leadership attributes, and consider how they can
work to achieve the ultimate goal of Level 5 Leadership.
In another very interesting and useful exercise, attendees
were asked to rate the specific attributes of great leaders for
whom they had worked and then rate themselves based on
those same attributes. This led to a deep and enlightening
discussion between Jönsson and the audience, as well as
among the participants themselves.
Of all of the attributes of a successful leader—including vision,
ambition, intelligence, empathy, and hard work—Jönsson
emphasized the existence of humility as the greatest differ
entiator between good and great leaders. This, he said, is also
the defining factor of Level 5 Leadership.

After the presentation, there was a very lively and interesting
question-and-answer session in which participants from various
countries, industries, and levels of leadership shared their
experiences and thoughts.
To end the evening, Eli Lilly Japan generously hosted a
reception at which participants were able to network and speak
directly with Jönsson.
The ACCJ-Kansai is extremely grateful to Jönsson for his
fantastic presentation, to Eli Lilly Japan for hosting this great
opportunity to hear him speak, and also to the ACCJ-Kansai
Business Programs Committee for organizing yet another
excellent event.
FOND FAREWELL
Level 5 Leadership also served as a final chance for participants
to learn from Jönsson in such a setting. On September 1, he
stepped down as president of Eli Lilly Japan to take on the roles
of senior vice president of Eli Lilly and Company and president
of Lilly Bio-Medicines. He passed the baton to Simone Thomsen,
who became president the same day. You can hear more from
her about the industry and her vision for Eli Lilly Japan in the
interview starting on page 20. n

BUILDING ON EXPERIENCE
In an insightful and entertaining manner, Jönsson described his
own efforts to become a better leader, including not only his
successes but also his setbacks and how he learned from them.
Based on his insights, as well as the discussion and analysis, the
participants took away concrete advice and ideas for improving
their own leadership skills.

Jönsson emphasized the existence of humility as the
greatest differentiator between good and great leaders.

THE ACCJ JOURNAL

n

OCTOBER 2019

19

MAKING AN

IMPACT
Meet new Eli Lilly President Simone Thomsen

By C Bryan Jones | Photos by Ayana Wyse
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find a solution to this disease, it must be the company for me.
And I think that was one of the best decisions I ever made.
I’m now 17 years with the company and hopefully there will
be many more to come.

Simone Thomsen to pursue a career in hotel mana
gement. And it was a love for things international
that led her down a path in that industry to Japan.

How has your experience prepared you to guide Lilly Japan?
I first came here and studied at Kumamoto University, then
worked for a few years, on and off, here in Japan in various
capacities. Going back and forth, I think, gives you a good
perspective and view of what some of the opportunities are. You
go to other countries and come back, and, of course, you have
added experiences that I think help you reflect better. Maybe you
have seen some best practices surrounding similar challenges.
I think that helps a lot, because you see that solutions are
sometimes very similar for different problems.

That she would find the combination of helping
others and global perspectives in pharmaceuticals
was something she didn’t expect. But as fate would
have it, that’s what awaited her so far from her
native Germany.
For nearly two decades, Thomsen has cut a path for women
in business as a leader at Eli Lilly and Company, and with global
healthcare company Fresnius Kabi before that. She also sat
as the only woman at the time on the executive board of the
Verband der Chemischen Industrie e.V., a group that repre
sents the politico-economic interests of about 1,700 German
chemical companies and their subsidiaries abroad.
At Lilly, Thomsen found a home. She has a long history
with the 143-year-old pharmaceutical developer going back to
2002, when she joined as new product planning manager in
Germany. Subsequent sales and marketing roles in Germany,
Austria, Switzerland, and the United States led to her being
named vice president of marketing for the international
business unit in 2018.
On September 1, she made a move again, taking over
from Patrik Jönsson as president of Eli Lilly Japan K.K. It’s
a homecoming of sorts for Thomsen, who served as the com
pany’s chief marketing officer from 2011 to 2014. And just
two weeks after returning to Japan, she talked to The ACCJ
Journal about her experiences and plans.

How is technology changing treatment?
Digital advancement is impacting all our lives, every day,
whether we like it or not. Likewise, we have a system over the
past couple of years that has definitely been influenced by that.
Here in Japan, we see that, with the aging population, the
strain on diagnosing patients will go up. There are some great
solutions now for communication and digital diagnosis, and it’s
simply a matter of finding proper solutions for some of these
problems. For us at Lilly, we have been specifically focusing on
certain apps that can analyze and enable the combination of
digital technology and the innovation we bring. That’s basically
what we have been focusing on the most.

PHOTO: ELI LILLY AND COMPANY

What brought you to pharma and Lilly?
Before pharma, I worked in the hospitality industry for
five years. When I got started in hotels, my desire was to
work with customers and internationally. So, after the hotel,
I decided I would do something that made a difference in
society. I studied through quite a few internships, specifically
with pharmaceutical and chemical companies. When you see
what really innovative drugs can do for people’s lives—and
also their families—that really has an impact on you, and
it did me as a very young professional. So, I was struck with
that idea of really making an impact. I feel like that’s my
contribution—to make things throughout the world better,
to make it a better place—and that’s how I got involved
in pharma.
As for coming to Lilly, that was a very personal choice. At my
former employer, I had a female role model—a mentor—and
she suddenly died from severe sepsis. She was 44 and had two
kids. That had a huge impact on me as a person. I was talking to
our medical team about how she died, and Lilly had a product
in development for severe sepsis. Over the past 25 years, there
has been little innovation in its treatment. It’s a very difficult
disease. So, I thought, wow, if Lilly is investing in research to

INTERVIEW

It was a desire to work with customers that first led

Lilly is devoted to simultaneous development of innovative medicines.
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There were quite a few years when we were building the
It’s very clear that if you develop a medicine today, the FDA
infrastructure and our own knowledge around where best we
has—all the regulatory authorities have—processes you must
can link the technical submissions with our research-based,
follow. As we get into digital technology, all of the regulatory
innovative medicine development. And that’s why we now have
authorities around the world need to learn how to control,
a breakthrough digital agenda globally that is specifically focused
how to check that the technology being offered is safe and
on insights about smartphones and digital applications. We are
accurate, as they do with medicines.
investing a lot in connected devices.
For example, 95 percent of apps out there today are not
Alzheimer’s disease is also a big area for us. We’re about
validated. That is where we, as a pharmaceutical company, have
30 years into research, and we still hope to find the one solution.
a role to play, because if we invest in these digital technologies,
But we know that one of the challenges for us in finding a solution
we know how to run this process, we know how to develop
for Alzheimer’s is the diagnosis. Is
and validate it. And I think this
someone a mild dementia patient
is the knowledge we are bringing
In my experience, if you don’t
versus a more severe, progressed
as we partner with regulatory
have engaged employees, they
Alzheimer patient? That’s relevant,
authorities to create some of these
don’t engage customers.
because the approach depends on
processes to make sure that all
the indications.
these offerings are safe.
That’s why, for example, we have been partnering with
One of the opportunities, but also one of the challenges,
Apple and Evidation to really look into helping people use
is how to make sure that you provide policy processes and
at-home apps to help with the diagnosis of these various
regulations that safeguard the patient. This is an area in which
patient types. So, we can use digital technology either to
we would like to provide our expertise and help.
advance and help diagnostics, or to improve the usage,
monitoring, or influence of our medicines.
Can tech help an aging population?
We have been heavily investing in customer support, depending
How does this fit into the traditional process?
on which type of patient you are. If you are going for a treatment
I think it is still very much in progress. There are some tech
with a Lilly product, we provide support through either constant
nologies already that are successful on the diagnosis side—
care or digital communication—not just about the treatment
for example, when it comes to skin cancer. The challenge
itself, but also the disease.
with most of these solutions is that, because they are new,
That is exactly what we hear from physicians as being
there are no clear guidelines on how to validate these types
helpful, because you can provide that at any time, and you
of technologies.
don’t need to be at the hospital to get this information. It also

PHOTO: ELI LILLY AND COMPANY

Lilly’s employee resource groups are a key part of the company’s diversity efforts.
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I’m not sure this is the biggest problem, but it is the biggest
objective of being here. The path to innovation is focusing on
innovation policies and guidelines and continues to stay the
course. With the aging population comes challenges with
the budget and our industry stakeholders need to realize that
innovative medicines are the solution to the problem and not
the problem itself.
How has Japan helped Lilly?
We have invested heavily in simultaneous development and,
throughout that process, you learn as a company. We can now
send back what we learn here to our global operations and to
our deal proposals. So, in the end, it is a win–win. That, I think,
is one of the opportunities that we have specifically seen here.
There is also the high standard around customer expectations
from customers when it comes to quality. Japan has the highest
standards in the world, and we have always used this as the
benchmark for our global operations. So, there has always been
very, very tight collaboration with Japan, which is our biggest
operation outside the United States.

helps healthcare professionals, who are really tight on time
these days. That’s another opportunity for the healthcare
provider to be more efficient.
I think the biggest challenge is, was, and will be, the aging
population. And I think, in drug development, there are
opportunities to bring innovative drugs more quickly to
patients regardless of where they are, even in rural areas. If
we harmonize international guidelines for development with
Japanese guidelines, it helps us deliver this type of medicine
much faster to a larger population.
What are the biggest challenges facing the industry?
I think how you develop and get approvals for pharmaceuticals
in Japan is very clearly defined. The government has made some
innovations in policies and has eased some of the regulations
on those to allow for much more sustainable development.
I think there has been some robust progress made over the past
couple of years.
This is what has allowed us to do simultaneous development
here so that we can ensure that you basically all have access at
the same time for the same product no matter where you are.
Which, the last time I worked here in Japan, certainly was not
the case. We had a significant delay and we need to ensure that
we keep this progress.
Also, on the regulatory side, [the Pharmaceuticals and
Medical Devices Agency] is certainly one of the best authorities
for drugs in the world. They are working on some possibilities
of getting innovative new products to Japanese patients
much earlier. I think there has been some good progress there,
but, as always, we need to make sure it continues.

How does Japan compare with Europe?
Like Japan, many countries in the European market have
universal healthcare, and I feel the challenges are very similar.
Germany also has an aging population problem—which means
that we are living longer lives, but as we age, we also get sicker.
The biggest difference is how governments address these
common problems. An interesting example of this is the
German health technology assessment system. This is an
example where something was set up very quickly, without
involving all the stakeholders. Healthcare is complex, so,
such a fundamental change to your system really requires
all people sitting around the table, talking to each other.
That did not happen in Germany, so what you have now is
a system that is extremely complex, rigid, very limiting, and
costly. But the worst thing is that many innovative products
that are standard in other countries have not been approved
for reimbursement in Germany.
So, it is important to work together, talk with each other,
understand each other’s perspectives, and debate it, while, in
the end, always having the patient’s needs in mind.
How does Lilly help employees achieve work–life balance?
That is a very important part of our journey. We reach out to
our staff to find out what their diverse needs are so that we can
really understand how we can improve our work environment.
Last year, we rolled out an update to our guidance and how we
want to work better—and that coincidentally nicely tied into
our new Kobe headquarters, which we moved into in May
2018 and where we implemented some innovative workenvironment design to foster collaboration.
We also implemented home/office without any limitations
on days or time. With many companies, often it is like, okay,
speak to your supervisor, and maybe for a day, if it goes well,
then maybe you can do it. What we say is that we encourage
it—based on your needs, your work–life balance, your family
situation. And we think that if we can provide this kind of
environment, then, of course, we will have a highly engaged
workforce. In my experience, if you have engaged employees,
you have engaged customers.
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When you see what really
innovative drugs can do for
people’s lives that really has
an impact on you.

That is one example. We have many more. And I think
that is also why it is no surprise that we won an award at
the Nikkei New Office Awards [this year], which we are
really proud of.
How is Lilly embracing diversity?
Diversity and inclusion has been a top priority for us at Eli
Lilly for many years. With Dave Ricks becoming our CEO, we
have embarked globally on understanding several employee
journeys, starting with women and then moving on to minority
groups. This year, we are conducting the LGBT+ journey.
The question is—if you are a woman or disabled person, what
journey do you take in your career at Lilly and what are some
of the challenges you face? Once you see the results, we can
take both global and local actions. That has been really
helpful to drive change.
We also have several employee resource groups representing
our different diversity groups such as, for example, our LGBT
employees, who work together around the world with their
allies to raise awareness for their challenges.
In addition, I have found reverse mentoring to be a very
effective method to raise diversity and inclusion awareness
and understanding. Currently I have a LGBT mentor and
before that, I had a Millennial mentor. Every month, we have
a call and it helps me understand some of the challenges in the
day-to-day work life that employees are experiencing at Lilly. It
helps me, as a leader, to better understand the situation. It also
helps me find the right words and ask the right questions:
How do I ask? How can I understand? How can I help?
The employee groups and the ally system, in which emplo
yees outside a minority group support its members, have
been very successfully rolled out at Lilly. They have regular
meetings, do training and mentoring and in general keep
raising the bar.

A last word on diversity and inclusion—corporate-wide,
we have also begun to have aspirational goals. We started
with gender and now we added selected minority groups.
In that context we are all very focused at Lilly Japan on
making sure that the ratio of female managers continues to
increase. Right now, we’re at 26 percent, which is industry
leading but not where we want to be. That should be much
higher, so we have a lot of focus on making sure that we
get this number up. In the end, it’s not about giving this
or that person a role based on the gender, but we view
it as an opportunity to cast a wider net and find all the
talented people.
What is your vision for 2020 and beyond?
First, we are always connected to the vision of Lilly globally:
Lilly unites caring with discovery to create medicines that
make life better for people around the world. That’s the
purpose, and that’s why, internally, we’re focusing a lot on
bringing this vision to life.
In Japan, things have been good so far. I mentioned simulta
neous development before, and we’re now launching three
innovative products per year. We have the same timelines
here and abroad, so that’s great. I want to make sure that we
continue on that path, because it’s that quality that has made
the Lilly Japan a top 10 company in the country.
On the policy side, I’m fully committed to continuing the
work with our associates to find good healthcare solutions
and co-design a system which really is grounded in proinnovation policy.
We have a strong foundation with some of the best
medical researchers in the industry. We also have some
of the best teams on the digital sides. I want to make sure
that we continue on this path, and provide exceptional
customer experiences. n
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POCKET BABEL
How translation tech and devices are changing business
By Aaron Baggett

Pocket translators are quickly becoming a vital tool
for businesses and tourists alike. More efficient than
a call-in translation service, better suited for business
meetings than a smartphone app, and instantly ready
to perform the moment they’re needed, these small
but powerful language tools are changing how we
communicate. The ACCJ Journal spoke with industry
experts and representatives of leading makers to find
out how they are bringing down the Tower of Babel—
and how far we have to go.
TALKING PROGRESS
Universal translators have long been a staple of science fiction.
And while their growing ubiquity in the real world may seem
like a recent development, the use of machines for translation
has been a reality since 1949, when American scientist and
mathematician Warren Weaver wrote a memorandum on the
subject entitled simply “Translation.”
Following this, in 1954, researchers from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) demonstrated a machine capable
of translating Russian sentences into English at the New York
headquarters of IBM.
Fast forward to 1999 and you’ll see development of the
technology beginning in earnest in Japan. Kippo News
reported in November of that year that a translation system
for Japanese speakers to converse on the street with people
from abroad through mobile phones had been created by
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Kyoto-based Advanced Telecommunications Research Institute
International-Interpreting Telecommunications Research
Laboratories (ATR-ITR).
However, a high-priced, highly efficient computer that was
inconvenient to carry was required to use the speech translation
system. It was far from ideal for a country where smaller is always
better, and a far cry from the pocket translators that are flooding
the market today.
Progress in the areas of artificial intelligence (AI) and deep learn
ing technologies, such as the Google Neural Machine Translation
(GNMT), have made possible near-seamless automatic translation
in a device that fits in the palm of your hand. And this technology
is only getting better as companies such as Sourcenext, King Jim Co.,
Ltd., Vormor, and Fujitsu Connected Technologies Ltd. (FCNT)
develop more sophisticated devices.
“The idea and concept of bringing a translation device to
market have been with us since around 2001,” a Sourcenext
brand promoter told The ACCJ Journal. “The technology and
communication environment necessary to bring mobile
translation devices to reality was not quite up to speed.”
Sourcenext makes the popular Pocketalk device.
Hidekazu Senoo, a representative in FCNT’s sales division,
said they now offer various automatic translation functions.

MASATOSHI TAKAO

Product development manager
King Jim

TECH

steps,” he explained. “This is inconvenient from a usability
“Beyond text translation, image translation, such as in our
perspective—especially in situations where real-time perfor
arrows hello product, is possible through optical character
mance is required.”
recognition technology.” He added that accessibility is also
Yiming Chen, Vormor’s marketing manager, shared Senoo’s
being improved in the hardware design through better form
sentiment. “To achieve more accurate
factors and simpler controls.
The government is expecting
translation results, it is necessary to
Likewise, Masatoshi Takao,
constantly iterate the product hardware.
product development manager
40 million visitors in 2020.
If the accuracy of a translator device such
at King Jim, said that speech
Under such circumstances,
as our Minitalk is the same as a mobile
recognition has improved greatly.
“Translation engines have collected
we believe that the multilingual app, it will lose its value.”
Chen also links the recent surge in
enough information over the years
market will expand rapidly.
the translator market to globalization
that, by combining the data with
and the increased need for communication among businesses
speech recognition technology, practical translators such as
from different countries. “It takes too long for people to learn
our World Speak have become very accurate.”
a new language. But with our Minitalk, they could ‘master’
This technology is freely available through smartphone
various kinds of languages in seconds,” he said.
apps such as Google Translation, which can use a phone’s
camera to convert languages that use non-Latin scripts such
TALKING TOURISM
as kanji, the Chinese characters used to write Japanese, into
Easing communication is also important for consumers, and
simple English on screen. For many uses, this is enough. But
Japan is currently the hottest market for translation devices.
dedicated mobile translation devices can offer functions that
Chen connects this to the substantial promotion by Japansmartphone apps do not—or cannot perform efficiently.
based translator companies and the upcoming Tokyo 2020
Olympic and Paralympic Games.
TALKING POPULARITY
That’s just one of the events that is helping the country fly past
Despite the easy access of smartphone apps, dedicated
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s tourism goals. A recordpocket translators are growing in popularity. Sourcenext has
breaking 30 million people came to Japan in 2018, and numbers
sold 500,000 units of its Pocketalk device since it debuted
will only surge with the Rugby World Cup 2019 now underway
in 2017. And other companies are equally excited for their
and the 2025 World Expo coming to Osaka (page 14).
market prospects.
Despite the many infrastructure projects being undertaken
Senoo believes the growing popularity stems from pocket
in preparation for this influx of visitors, employees at tourist
translators being perceived as convenient tools for smoo
facilities, commercial facilities, and restaurants still struggle to
ther, stress-free communication compared with smartphonecommunicate with visitors. But Senoo sees this as an oppor
based tools. “There are many smartphone translation
tunity. “The government is expecting 40 million visitors in 2020.
apps that can perform the same functions as single-purpose
Under such circumstances, we believe that the multilingual
translation devices, but actual translation requires several
market will expand rapidly.”
FCNT is aiming to increase the number of languages
Sourcenext’s Pocketalk
supported by arrows hello, improving translation accuracy,
and refining the user interface. “We believe there is a possi
bility of further growth depending on the effects of the Tokyo
Olympics and government measures,” Senoo added. “We are
proposing various uses that integrate translation technology
and infrastructure in Japan.”
Chen shared a similar outlook. “Whether it is the 2020 Tokyo
Olympics or Abe’s 2025 travel target, these events mean a certain
trend. In the next few years, more and more visitors will come to
Japan and the tourism industry will experience explosive growth.
This will help the development of the translator’s ecosystem
and, perhaps, it will extend more translation products to meet
future needs.”
In preparing for the Rugby World Cup 2019 and the Tokyo
2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games, Sourcenext’s Pocketalk
was being used by public organizations at host cities and
facilities near venues. “We have also seen Pocketalk used as a
communication tool by many sister cities and training camp
locations to help welcome foreign athletes and build better
relationships with the locals,” Sourcenext said.
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HIDEKAZU SENOO

PAUL O’HARE

Sales division
Fujitsu Connected Technologies (FCNT)

TALKING BUSINESS
Although the benefits of pocket translators in the tourism
market are clear, some argue that the technology hasn’t quite
reached the level needed for business communication.
There is growing concern that Japanese companies do not
have a future on the global stage without undergoing what
Rakuten, Inc. founder and CEO Hiroshi Mikitani dubbed
Englishnization—the shift by Japan-based companies to

Chief technical officer
Translation Business Systems Japan (TBSJ)

English as the official language of the workplace. Rakuten
announced such as move nearly a decade ago, in 2010, when
Mikitani said the company’s 7,000 Japanese employees
would have to become fluent in English within two years
or face demotion.
The move led the way for other Japanese companies, such
as Honda Motor Company, Ltd. and tiremaker Bridgestone
Corporation, to follow suit.
But, as a whole, Japan still isn’t prepared to confidently
conduct business in English. Many other companies, along
with their employees, are not keen on a new language being
forced upon them, either. The multilingual market wants
machine translation to be the bridge.
While asked about the use of FCNT’s arrows hello in the
business world, Senoo said that—although their translation
engine is designed for the day-to-day scene, rather than in
a business or academic setting—it suits informal business
communication well, providing opportunities to build an
international business relationship.
The G20 Summit in Osaka and the Tokyo International
Film Festival are examples of events at which Pocketalk has
been used effectively for such interactions.
Sourcenext shared feedback from one user who said: “At a
party where content buyers and providers from around the
world came together, people who couldn’t speak English
were limited to just a simple business card exchange. But
with Pocketalk, people could communicate and open new
business opportunities.”

THE TRANSLATOR’S VIEW
By Phil Robertson
Co-founder and director of Honyaku Plus
Former director and vice president of
the Japan Association of Translators

The public now expects “an app for
everything” and the magic buzzword
AI (implying that computers can learn to
do anything as well as—or better than—
humans) is constantly bandied about
in the mass media. The capabilities
of translation devices and other
automated translation systems are
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regularly touted by representatives
of the companies that manufacture
them. A certain amount of skepticism
may be warranted, however. At the
2018 Boao Forum (Asia’s answer to
Davos), for example, the numerous
shortcomings and lapses exhibited
by the AI-driven simultaneous inter

preting system that was used (which
had been developed by the Chinese
tech giant Tencent Holdings Limited)
left delegates baffled.
What the boosters of translation
devices and AI translation systems
omit to mention is the fact that when a
translation device or other computer
system “translates” text or speech,
it is not actually “comprehending”
that text or speech in any real sense,
but is simply mimicking the human
translator or interpreter. This is
normally achieved either by using a
database of matched pairs of words,
phrases and sentence fragments
for the two languages at hand,

TECH

YIMING CHEN

Marketing manager
Vormor

NEXT-LEVEL ACCURACY
For formal business documents, however, a more refined and
accurate approach is required. “AI-based machine translation
will still need good translators to finish the job—particularly
if we’re talking about client-facing material,” said Paul O’Hare,
chief technical officer at Translation Business Systems Japan
(TBSJ). “AI is part of the solution, but it’s far from a complete
solution in its own right. Users will be disappointed if they
expect high quality, because that’s not what it’s designed to do.”
Takao also shared the belief that machine translation still has
room for improvement. “It can be used without a problem

King Jim’s World Speak can play an important role in customer service.

for daily conversation or even in a business setting, such as
for teaching Japanese manners to corporate employees.
However, all translators have the same problems, such as
technical terms and proper nouns,” he said. “King Jim would
like to develop products that can improve this issue to bring
translation accuracy as close to 100 percent as possible.”
As O’Hare, whose company specializes in financial, legal,
and marketing translation said, the taboo of machine translation
should disappear over time, but he doubts the technology will
be refined enough to replace humans any time soon. “We will
see incremental improvements, but even with AI taking some of
the load, it’s got to be the best translators who are still needed to
take it the rest of the way—especially in our specific industry.”
But for many business purposes—and certainly for making
the world of tourism more comfortable and rewarding for all
involved—the technology packed in these small packages has
brought to life those science fiction dreams of long ago. Whether
machine translation will one day deliver results indistinguishable
from the best human linguists, only time will tell. n

FCNT’s arrows hello

or by conducting pattern-matching
analysis of a large body of existing
human-translated material that has
been approved as accurate. In some
cases, this may well satisfy the needs
and expectations of the user.
However, it is important to under
stand that in no sense does the machine
replicate the inner workings of a skilled
human translator or interpreter, who
will possess a clear mental picture and
overall understanding of the subject
matter (be it finance, law, medicine,
or politics) and will understand the
implications of what is written in the
source text—not just that which is
stated explicitly.

This enables him or her to select
the right word or phrase, to spot
nuance, and to deduce the correct
meaning based on each statement’s
context. These skills are simply beyond
the capability of devices and computer
systems at this time. It is worth noting
that translation companies that tout
the use of their AI-based automated
systems regularly approach more con
ventional language service providers,
trying to persuade them to “share”
their databases of human-translated
material, or to “review” and “edit”
the (sometimes incomprehensible)
raw output which these companies’
machine translation systems churn out.

Despite the fanfare surrounding
AI, experts in the field acknowledge
that solving the problem of naturallanguage understanding (NLU) would
be akin to solving the problem of
human intelligence itself. Just like
the self-driving car that drove into
the side of a truck (which happened
to be the same color as the open
road that the car’s imaging systems
were attempting to identify), AI
translation systems do not yet have
the self-regulating capability that
is necessary to avoid catastrophic
linguistic slip-ups, which may have
serious adverse consequences for
the consumer.
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PATH
FINDER
Machi Takahashi maps the interactive era
By John Amari
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transition from executive assistant to business
development at a research institute, she could
not have imagined the move would lead to her
creating a spin-off company.

ENTREPRENEUR

When entrepreneur Machi Takahashi made the

Telecommunications Research Institute International
(ATR), an organization based in Kyoto. ATR conducts
advanced research in such fields as life sciences, robotics,
and telecommunications.
At first, she worked as an assistant to ATR’s president. But
when the opportunity arose to join the organization’s newly
established business development division, she took it.
“ATR had a section that spun off basic technology into
businesses. So, I volunteered to be one of the people converting
their seed technologies into commercial products.”

Yet, as cofounder and co-CEO of Stroly, a free platform
for sharing GPS-enabled designed maps, that is exactly what
she has done.
MEETING OF MINDS
Established 13 years ago, Stroly is an award-winning, seriesThose early days in ATR’s business development unit were
funded startup with an expanding footprint in Japan, France,
challenging for Takahashi. But the experience allowed her to
and the United States. At the same time, the company is
pursue some of her earliest passions—bringing together art and
creating waves on the tech scene in Japan and abroad.
technology.
Earlier this year, Stroly was the only representative from
Tasked with spinning off the fruits of ATR’s research and
Japan at the pitch contest at South by Southwest (SXSW), a
development, Takahashi and her colleagues found it a struggle
film, interactive media, and music conference and festival held
to bring the organization’s nascent ideas to the market.
annually in Austin, TX. The startup won
“We were very seed orientated back
Stroly’s technology
first prize in the Entertainment and
then, but, after trying a few things out,
Content category.
transforms well designed we became more customer focused and
Takahashi, meanwhile, has become a
user interface oriented,” she confessed.
but information-poor
much-sought-after founder in Japan and
With the new focus on users, Takahashi
abroad. This year, Forbes Japan included
and inanimate maps into deployed ATR’s tech based on artificial
her on their Self-Made Women 100 list of
intelligence (AI) to suit the needs of clients,
information-rich and
leading women entrepreneurs.
including museums in the Kansai region.
engaging platforms.
Such projects included creating an
ART AND TECH
AI-powered recommendation service for
Born in Yokohama but raised in Osaka, Takahashi was a
museums. The service alerted visitors to artworks they may
sixth grader when she and her family relocated to New York.
like based on their preferences of other works. That was in
In hindsight, the move would lead to her lifelong love for the
2004 and 2005.
arts—a passion that, later on, moved her to establish Stroly.
For a Japanese child growing up in New York—and who
could not speak English fluently—visiting local museums
was one of her most-frequent, and safest, activities.
After returning to Osaka for high school, Takahashi made
her way back across the Pacific after graduation. She attended
Carleton College, a liberal arts school in Northfield, MN,
where she majored in art history.
“Attending a school like Carleton College, I was always
being asked, ‘What do you really want to do? What’s your
real interest?’ After two years of college, I really got into
visual language—history of art really visualizes the whole
history of culture. I also had the opportunity to be an intern
at the Art Institute of Chicago, which was really cool.”
The experience at Carleton College and the Art Institute
of Chicago was inspiring. But what Takahashi was really
interested in was the intersection of traditional arts and
state-of-the-art technology. Shortly after graduation, and
desiring to learn more about the tech industry, she joined
an IT startup in Osaka.
“I was used to working with traditional arts that are locked
away in museums, but I wanted to go into the world of the
internet,” she explained.
Soon after she joined the startup, she made another
change. Almost on a whim, she joined the Advanced
Takahashi at the SXSW pitch in Austin, TX, in March 2019.
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The Women’s Startup Lab (WSL) supports female entrepreneurs.

“That’s when we came up with the idea of Stroly, which was
established as a 100-percent-owned subsidiary of ATR.”
Takahashi became Stroly’s co-CEO and cofounder, together
with Toru Takahashi, an expert in information engineering.
A married couple, they met when both worked at ATR and are
a rare example of a husband-and-wife team at the helm of a
tech startup.

“Many people probably use Google Maps to go from
point A to B. But if you want to find richer, more detailed
information, you probably look for other maps, such as those
you get at the tourism office.
“But, using such maps, it’s really hard to find your precise
location. The Stroly platform helps you locate your position
on these,” Takahashi said. “And this technology of enabling
GPS on any map of any form is very difficult to make. A
BREAKING GROUND
lot of companies have tried
The platform is fun, because it’s
With its first iteration created in
and failed.”
the pre-smartphone era, Stroly
Stroly’s technology
not just a regular map that gives
initially built a reputation for
transforms well designed
you information . . . you can actually but information-poor
creating art-recommendation and
guidance systems for galleries,
enjoy how someone views the world. and inanimate maps into
museums, and amusement parks.
information-rich and
At the time, handheld personal digital assistants (PDAs), the
engaging platforms. Companies such as real estate agents
PlayStation Portable video game console, and the Nintendo DS
or train service operators can use the information gathered
game system were all the rage, Takahashi recalled.
on the Stroly platform to gain a deep degree of insight into
Such devices, she explained, included embedded web
customer behavior when on their sites.
browsers. Using Wi-Fi, users could gain access to maps and
With a proof of concept and several patents in hand,
guides powered by Stroly on their PDA.
Stroly was able to secure funding from government and
“We were doing something very edgy for its time,” she said.
other sources, allowing the startup to develop the platform.
It was in that period that the company created a guidance
In 2016, the spinoff became independent of ATR, Takahashi
system for a theme park—but with an important innovation:
and her cofounder having bought out the company and its
their system had GPS positioning for illustrated maps.
intellectual property assets.
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STANDING STRONG
Stroly has more than 70 projects currently underway and
about 50 corporate clients, including real estate agency Mitsui
Fudosan Co., Ltd., transport company Keihan Electric Railway
Co., Ltd., and travel agency JTB Corporation.
The startup is clearly on a path to success. Looking back, can
Takahashi recall a time when the going got tough? She can.
Around 2009, when Stroly was still under the auspices of
ATR, there was an expectation from the parent company that
other seed projects were to be prioritized.

stroly.com

ENTREPRENEUR

GOING GLOBAL
Stroly’s, whose trade name is derived from the words stroll
and story, has offices in Tokyo and Kyoto, as well as the
United States and France.
The platform does more than simply produce engaging,
data-rich, interactive maps. Users can upload any number
of maps to Stroly, including historical maps, those of movie
locations, or guides to local craft beer providers.
You can also locate your real-time position on any such map,
or share your journey—including text or video memos—with
others through social media.
For Takahashi, this is a game-changer. “The platform is fun,
because it’s not just a regular map that gives you information.
Our maps have hand-picked, curated information. And you
can actually enjoy how someone views the world.”
So, it’s not surprising that companies in the travel and leisure
world, quite apart from real estate, transport and other industries,
are beating a path to Stroly’s front door in a bid to collaborate.
“Our customers are interested in things like area branding,
tourism, and events.”
This year, for instance, the Stroly platform powered SXSW’s
official event map online, as well as other illustrated maps
around the event’s location in Austin.

Takahashi (kneeling, center) with Ari Horie (third right) at WSL in 2015

“I had to fight against that, and I had to prove that this was a
better idea than the one they come up with. So that was hard.
We had to do a lot of in-house adjustments.”
And with funding from the parent company drying up,
and not being able to raise funds externally while still under
the umbrella of a research institute, Takahashi felt that she
needed help to make decisions about a way forward.
To that end, she joined Silicon Valley-based accelerator
Women’s Startup Lab (WSL), a project to support female
founders. WSL was established by Japanese entrepreneur
Ari Horie.
“I attended their two-week acceleration program in 2015,
and was able to speak with a number of successful mentors.
They had really good advice and feedback about our platform,
including how I should grow it.”
Equally important, Takahashi received expert advice on
financing, business models, and scaling while at WSL. When she
returned to Japan, she and her cofounder were in a position to
make a decision—and that’s when they decided to buy out the
startup and go it alone. n

The Stroly platform powered SXSW’s
official event map online, as well as
other illustrated maps around the
event’s location in Austin.
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INNOVATE
AND ENGAGE
James Feliciano leads AbbVie’s 5-Year Focus

By C Bryan Jones

Sometimes, taking the road less traveled leads to
unexpected places. That was the case for AbbVie G.K.
President and ACCJ Governor James Feliciano. In
the 1980s, he thought Japan would be an interesting
place to check out—what with the Japanese eco
nomic miracle and talk of Japan rising. He set out for
a trip that would change his life and lead him down
an unexpected path. “I felt it was like having a puzzle
where I didn’t have the box cover, and every day I
learned a little bit and could put in another piece of
the puzzle,” he told The ACCJ Journal. And when that
puzzle was complete, he found himself leading one
of Japan’s top pharmaceutical companies. To find out
more, we sat down with Feliciano at AbbVie’s new
Tokyo office.
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How did you become involved in pharma?
I was living in Japan for most of my twenties. After I had passed
the Japanese level-one proficiency exam, I ended up moving to
Tokyo and had a couple of smaller jobs. I landed finally at the
headquarters of a major Japanese company, and that was
an excellent opportunity to see Japan’s business world from the
inside, through a well-respected, Japanese global company.
At that job, I was in the room for a lot of meetings and saw
people who couldn’t speak Japanese. I was thinking, I can do that.
How do I get to be on that side of the table? Someone gave me
great advice: Go get an MBA. So, I dropped everything and went
back to the States to get an MBA from Cornell University. That’s
when I made the career switch to the pharmaceutical industry.
After joining Wyeth Pharmaceuticals' Asia–Pacific
Commercial Operations in 2002, they asked if I would like to
come to Japan to start up and lead the vaccine group. That was
about 15 years ago. And I’m still here in the pharmaceutical
industry in Japan.
How did you end up with AbbVie?
Wyeth ultimately got acquired by Pfizer, so I was adopted into
the Pfizer family, which was a great opportunity. There are a

INTERVIEW

Is the new office space a reflection of this?
lot of resources at Pfizer, and they were actually making the
Absolutely. We introduced the Activity-Based Workplace
acquisition in part because of the vaccine business. They were
when we relocated to a new office in February this year. This
asking, How do we support you and how do we accelerate your
environment absolutely reflects where we’ve been trying to go
growth? I was very lucky to have been in that spot and we were
on this journey over the past five years. You see now that no
able to have a lot of success. I think personally, it was one of my
one in the executive management team has an office. I don’t
career-defining moments, in terms of changing vaccination
have an office. I’m moving around, whereas in the old space
policy in Japan, working with patient advocacy groups, doctors,
I would sit in my office and everyone would come to me. I’d
and academic groups to create meaningful change in society.
have meetings at my table in my office and, you know, I felt
Later, Pfizer wanted me to go back to the United States, but I
so separated. It was just my world.
wasn’t ready to do that. So, I decided to stay in Japan and ended
I thought, How can we be talking about collaboration? How
up working for Merck [KGaA, the German pharmaceutical
can we be talking about working closely together—breaking
company]. I was there for almost four years, and it was a
down walls and silos—if we’re all sitting in these certain seats
wonderful growth opportunity. I’d never worked in a European
and we’re on different floors? You can’t. I think the office needs
company. It was a very interesting dynamic and I think I really
to reflect what you say you are trying to be.
learned a lot personally and professionally. I was able to broaden
my breadth of knowledge about products, moving from vaccines
Tell me about your midterm strategy, the 5-Year Focus.
to covering a more diverse portfolio including oncology,
This goes from 2016 to 2020, so we are four years in now. I
fertility, and growth hormone.
joined in the middle of 2015, and when I did my initial review
I ultimately became president of Merck Japan. That was my
of the business—looking at our pipeline, at our future and the
first time to be a general manager, and I was kind of cutting
organization as a whole—I saw such opportunity. There was
my teeth and learning. A few years later, I was offered the
going to be a lot of growth in
opportunity to lead the business
the organization.
and the organization as general
The mission in pharmaceuticals
We had a wonderful company
manager at AbbVie Japan, which
is really around patient centricity
vision for Japan, but I thought
I decided to accept. I still believe
we were missing a little more
that my decision was right and I
and trying to make things better
granularity about how we were
have been fortunate enough to
for the patient.
going to execute on that vision.
lead such an amazing company
So, I pitched 2016–2020 to the
over the last four years.
organization as our transformation period. At the time, we
were ranked 37th among Japanese pharmaceutical companies
How has past experience informed your vision and goals?
while globally, AbbVie has always been a top-10 company.
My personal leadership style is collaborative, motivational, and
We asked, How are we going to evolve while bringing in
empowering. I’m certainly not a micromanager. I like to work
these new products and growing? What are we going to be?
collaboratively with my team, and I like to have my management
The year 2020 can be kind of a springboard moment, almost
team working closely together, coming to decisions together,
like our debut as a major leader in the Japanese pharmaceutical
collaborating. I don’t really get too far into someone’s business
unless there’s a crisis or a need, and then I do so to provide
support. I think this leadership approach works well because the
mission in pharmaceuticals revolves around patient centricity
and trying to make things better for the patient. So, crossfunctional collaboration and sharing of creative solutions and
innovation are what we strive to do on a daily basis.
I guess the biggest surprise when I came to AbbVie was the
size. At my previous company, there were about a few hundred
people, and I pretty much knew everybody. At AbbVie, we’re
talking about a much, much, much larger organization, where I
did not know everybody. It was a big company to get my arms
around. So, I had to learn how to lead using media and different
ways of communicating, because those skills are critical for me
to get my message across to a much larger audience.
I’m now in my fifth year here, and we’ve gone from about
800 to well over 1,200. AbbVie is a young company that was
founded in 2013 when we split from Abbott. So, we have been
establishing our corporate identity and corporate culture. How
do you build a culture, bring in new people, and get them to
assimilate into that culture and add value quickly while you’re
building it? And how does that translate here in Japan? That
has been the challenge.

Collaboration and teamwork is key to Feliciano’s leadership philosophy.
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market, which we define as being a top-20 pharmaceutical
company in Japan. Personally, I need something like that to
guide me on where I can add value. And I felt that, if we had
this goal as an organization, it could help us to focus on what’s
important, what matters. Ultimately, we achieved our goal
of becoming a top-20 pharmaceutical company two years
ahead of schedule. I would like to think that the 5-Year
Focus played a driving role in achieving that success.
How do you achieve 94-percent employee engagement?
How we support individuals and commit to individual growth
is a big theme for AbbVie Japan. We’re a growing company, and
every month we have 10–20 new employees join. I go to every
new employee orientation and give the opening comments.
And I say the same thing every month: I want this to be the last
company you join. I tell people that you don’t have to leave this
company to grow.
In the third year of this 5-Year Focus, we talked about the
need to get better at sending out our message about being the
company of choice. We started thinking about our employee
value proposition. One of the things that I think is unique about
AbbVie Japan is that, even though we’re a big company, we spend
a lot of time in the field meeting with our employees. Every year
we have an all-employee meeting where everyone gets together.
And every year, in the middle of the year, we do town hall
meetings where the management team goes to 15 or so locations
around Japan for much smaller one-on-one interactions.
At our 2017 town hall meetings, we asked our employees,
What is it about AbbVie Japan that keeps you here? What do
you like about this place? We want to hear from them and
we’re always trying to get better.
two o’clock because they have
I want this to be the last company
What we learned was really
a fever, you don’t have to use
heartening, and there are three
a holiday for that. You can do
you join. I tell people that you don’t
main points.
that, check in remotely, and do
have to leave this company to grow.
First, our employees tell us
your work when you can. We’re
that we’re clearly committed
more focused on accountability
to individual growth and they feel like this is a place where
of your job and what your deliverable needs to be as opposed
they can grow, because every employee has a career journey
to how much time you spend here.
that they talk through with their managers. And we really
For example, I sometimes work from home and my mana
focus on that career journey. What kind of experiences do
gement team works does that, too. We lead by example. We
you need? What kind of coaching and training do you need?
want to create this environment where you are responsible for
We talk to employees about where they are going to be in five
yourself. But also, really key is communication between the
years and what they want to do.
manager and the employee. There’s an understanding around
Second, we hear that they feel we’re building this company
what the deliverables are, and managers are well trained on
together. Through the frame of the 5-Year Focus, and the way
how to give feedback.
we communicate with and involve employees, they feel like
But if your performance evaluation is below a certain thres
they’re building this company. They realize that we’re new, that
hold, you are not eligible to work from home because you
we’re building something, and that they’re a part of that. They
haven’t demonstrated the ability to deliver. So, it’s a culture
feel a sense of ownership.
of accountability, a culture of responsibility. But again, that
And third, we hear that they like working at AbbVie because
goes back to the employee value proposition. We are building
we are really on the cutting edge of science, bringing innovative
this company together. We hold each other accountable for
medicines to patients in need. The mission of what we’re doing
our success, and then, in the same way, we share that success
as a pharmaceutical company is real.
because it’s ours. It’s not James’s or the management team’s.
We celebrate success, we reward success, and we achieve
How do you support work–life balance?
success together.
It’s a key part of that employee engagement. After building
that base, we’re finally at a place where we can say, all right,
What are the biggest challenges facing the industry?
you can work anytime, anywhere. You can pick your own
It’s clearly around how the Japanese government is going to
space based on how you want to work that day and based on
recognize and reward the next wave of biopharmaceutical
what your schedule is. If you have to go pick up your kid at
innovations. Over the past few years, the Ministry of Health,
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INTERVIEW

Labour and Welfare has faced significant budgetary pressures,
financing and changing the way in which care is delivered. I
and, predominantly, necessary savings have come at the expense
am proud to see the ACCJ taking steps towards leadership on
of innovative medical technologies.
this issue under the Healthcare and Retirement Pillar.
There’s only so far you can go with that approach. I’ve been
Ultimately, much more can be done to ensure greater
working within Japan’s healthcare industry for more than
efficiency and effectiveness in care delivery, addressing issues
15 years, and at the start of my career there was a terrible drug
such as polypharmacy, the high frequency of clinic visits, and
lag in Japan. Innovative products that were available in Europe
long hospital stays. At the same time, it is very important for
or the United States were coming to Japan three, four, five years
Japan to continue investing in the prevention, early detection
later. So, essentially, Japanese patients were at the end of the
and treatment of disease. I believe the biopharmaceutical
line in terms of getting access to those new treatments.
industry has an important role to play here and we are looking
The Japanese government made significant policy changes
forward to partnering with the Government of Japan in
at that time around pricing, regulatory requirements and
addressing these challenges.
regulatory review times, all of which encouraged and stimulated
development and investment in Japan. In short course we saw
What is your vision for 2020 and beyond?
the drug lag disappear. Case in point, a few months ago AbbVie
Over the past five years, I have been blessed to bring in
launched an innovative product for psoriasis first in Japan,
more experienced talent that helps lead the organization,
ahead of any other country. Japan has gone from the back of
and to get the ship steady and the course plotted. We now
the line to the front. But now the industry is feeling a lot of
know where we’re going. We have critical mass now and our
pressure, as innovation is not being
processes have been improved. We’re
appropriately recognized and rewarded
I had to learn how to lead delivering year in, year out on our
under Japan’s reformed pricing and
commitments. We really are a highusing media and different performing organization.
reimbursement system.
Recent healthcare reforms have been
The next five years are going to be
ways of communicating.
heavily focused on the pharmaceutical
about passing the torch to the next
sector. In the coming years, they will need to take a more
generation, bringing in that next wave of leadership, and
comprehensive approach to reform, as the Government of
having them carry on the legacy and drive us forward. We
Japan needs to address some of the more fundamental issues
have a very strong talent pool and they’re eager to move
facing the healthcare system today. Focusing their efforts on
up and to move forward. We need to provide them those
the pharmaceutical sector, only a small portion of overall
opportunities and let them take us to that next level. That’s
spending and one of the most value-added expenditures, will
my expectation. Across different business units, we’re going to
not contribute to the goal of ensuring the sustainability of
see a handing over to the next generation. We will empower
Japan’s healthcare system. If Japan is going to be successful in
and support them to drive success and create the best envi
coping with its rapidly aging society, they are going to have to
ronment so that we can continue to see the AbbVie Japan
think more seriously about strengthening healthcare system
culture grow, evolve, and thrive. n

Feliciano wants everyone at AbbVie to feel ownership in the company and its mission.
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TAX HIKED
Rate increase sparks recession fears
By Rurika Imahashi and Eri Sugiura

Japan’s consumption tax, which increased from

change its menus to show the prices without tax. Making the
food look cheaper could help soften the blow, and the taxexclusive pricing will also make it easier to manage a quirk of
Japan’s system.
Until now, the consumption tax has been applied across
the board, but certain goods and services will be exempt
from October’s increase. Takeout food, for instance, will still
be subject to eight percent tax, while restaurant customers
who eat in will pay 10 percent. Rather than displaying different
prices for takeout and dining in, Mos Burger is considering
showing only the pretax amount.
Casual apparel retailer Shimamura Co., Ltd., on the other
hand, said it plans to show both the pretax and tax-inclusive
prices on its tags. When the tax was raised from five to eight

eight to 10 percent this month, is bringing back
some painful memories.
The creation of the tax and subsequent increases have doomed
prime ministers and severely dented the economy in the past.
So, consumers, businesses, and the government have been
scurrying to prepare for the twice-delayed move—all the while
wondering whether this time would be different.

PLAYING WITH PRICE
Businesses are preparing in their own ways—one of which is
to change their price tags.
Mos Food Services, Inc., which runs the Mos Burger chain
of fast-food joints, said in September that it would likely

PHOTO: RURIKA IMAHASHI

PREEMPTIVE PURCHASE
Takao Teramoto, 27, had been planning to look for a new apart
ment in the fall but raced to find a place in August. “Given that
I have to buy all the appliances, which will cost over ¥500,000
($4,690), a two-percentage-point hike is huge,” he said.
Teramoto is not the only one hurrying to the stores. Bic
Camera Inc., a major electronics retailer, said big appliances
such as televisions, refrigerators, and washing machines have
been selling well this summer. Sales of OLED TVs, which go
for ¥200,000–300,000 each, have doubled from last year.
“After getting bonuses, our customers tend to buy big things,
probably because they have the hike on their minds,” a Bic
Camera representative said.

Large household appliances have been selling well at Bic Camera.
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for the cashless payment rewards, along with shopping vouchers
for low-income households and families with young children.
Support for home purchases, automobile tax breaks, and public
infrastructure improvements are also on the way.
Furthermore, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe said on
July 29 that his government “will be agile and take macro
economic measures without any hesitation,” vowing to avoid
an economic downturn.
WHY NOW?
If raising the tax requires this much damage control, why is
the government so determined to do it?
Abe’s team argues that the increase is the key to addressing
one of the country’s biggest problems: ever-growing public debt,
which is now more than double the gross domestic product.
Reflecting the nation’s aging population, social security
expenses in fiscal 2018 surpassed ¥32 trillion, accounting for
33.7 percent of the general account expenditure—up from
18.8 percent in 1989. Tax revenue peaked in 1990, forcing the
country to rely on government bonds to cover the costs.
But the pressure will only build. Baby boomers, those born
between 1947 and 1949, account for 6.4 percent of the popu
lation and will all be over the age of 75 in 2025.
Proponents of raising the consumption tax see it as the most
equitable solution. While corporate and individual income tax
revenues depend mostly on working generations and fluctuate
with the economy, the sales tax is seen as more stable and fairer,
since everyone—including seniors—must pay.
Japan’s current tax rate is also far below the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development average of
19.3 percent as of January 1. Only Switzerland (7.7 percent)
and Canada (five percent) have lower national sales tax rates.
Japan’s National Tax Agency notes that a number of Asian
countries had higher rates as of January. These include China
(16 percent), the Philippines (12 percent), and Indonesia
(10 percent). Taiwan (five percent) and Singapore (seven
percent) have rates below Japan’s.
While the tax hike will not immediately fix Japan’s public
finances, some economists estimate it will begin contributing
to fiscal rehabilitation in 2021, gradually resolving the debt
problem. Yet, the government conceded at the end of July that
its primary balance will still be in the red in 2025, when it
had been aiming for a long-awaited surplus.

Abe speaks after his Liberal Democratic Party’s
victory in the upper house election on July 21.

percent in 2014, the clothier continued to include the levy in
its prices for customers’ convenience. But this time, it decided
the breakdown was necessary.
GOVERNMENT SUPPORT
Other companies are taking more drastic measures.
A supermarket operator in the southwestern region of
Shikoku reduced its capital to ¥50 million from ¥98 million
in May. This classified the retailer as a small or midsize entity,
rather than a large one. A representative said the company
wanted to take advantage of government support for small or
midsize enterprises being introduced in October to cushion
the impact of the hike.
This strategy seems to be catching on, even though com
panies risk hurting their credibility. Japanese credit research
agency Teikoku Databank said the number of retail businesses
that reduced their capital during the January–July 2019 period
increased by 63.5 percent from the previous year.
“Retailers are eyeing government support, such as the point
reward program [to encourage cashless payments] and sub
sidies for upgrading register systems and installing new regis
ters,” said an analyst at Teikoku Databank, explaining that
the trend started to take hold in January.
To avoid a potentially disastrous decline in consumption, the
government has planned a host of temporary fiscal measures.
Besides allowing a reduced rate on food, beverages, and
newspapers, it will introduce free early-childhood education
this fall. The government has also earmarked about ¥2 trillion

Japan’s Public Debt as Share of GDP
(%)
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Laurus International
School of Science

Creating
future innovators
to change the world
for the better.
Children living in this turbulent era of rapid change require
the ability to solve unanswered problems. We are dedicated
to providing children with the ability and skills to pioneer their
future, and to be innovators who can contribute positively to
the world and society in this uncertain time.

SCIENCE

Our original Science and STEM curriculum is based on our
experience as a science school, characterized by literacy,
science, STEM and programming education.

PROGRAMMING
STEM
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

KARATE

www.laurus-school.com
Opening in November
Primary school: 03-5422-6569
FBR Mita Bldg. 4-1-27 Mita, Minato-ku, Tokyo 108-0073

Come see our STEM Fair 2019

Preschool/Kindergarten: 03-5422-7375
3-4-17 Shirokanedai, Minato-ku, Tokyo 108-0071

Nov. 9, 10:00 a.m.–4:00 p.m. | Nov. 10, 10:00 a.m.–3:30 p.m.

taking place at our new primary school location.
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Japan’s Consumption Tax
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April 1989

A three-percent consumption tax introduced; ruling LDP defeated in upper house
election in July

April 1997

Tax raised to five percent; LDP defeated in upper house election in 1998

June 2012

Ruling coalition and opposition agree to raise tax to 10 percent in two phases

November 2014

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe suspends tax hike planned for 2015; LDP wins subsequent
lower house election

October 2019

Tax raised to 10 percent following upper house election
SOURCE: NIKKEI ASIAN REVIEW RESEARCH

FUTURE PROSPECTS
The key question is how the economy will fare after the tax
hits 10 percent.
History suggests Abe and the country may be in for a
rough ride. In 1989, the government of Prime Minister
Noboru Takeshita introduced the initial three-percent
consumption tax despite howls of opposition. Months later,
he was forced to resign, partly due to a separate scandal.
After Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto’s government
raised the levy to five percent in 1997, the country suffered
a serious economic downturn, intertwined with a financial
crisis. Hashimoto’s Liberal Democratic Party lost the upper
house election in 1998 and he resigned to take responsibility.
When Abe raised the tax to eight percent in 2014, Japan
entered a recession—though the government did not recognize
it and the prime minister survived politically. Now, one worry
is that, as in 2014, a surge in consumption before this October’s
increase will result in a steep drop-off afterward.
Despite the brisk sales at Bic Camera, the Teikoku Databank
survey in June found that nearly half of Japan’s companies said
there had not been—and would not be—any last-minute rush.
Only 30 percent said they felt or expected a demand spurt
before October.
“It is most likely that last-minute demand this time will
be smaller than in 2014,” Taro Saito, director of economic
research at NLI Research Institute, wrote in a report in July.
He cited the smaller increase: two percent rather than three.

BRACE FOR IMPACT
Some experts argue that, either way, the tax increase will
hit Japan harder than the government is letting on, and that
additional measures will be needed to offset the effects.
Takuji Aida, chief economist at financial services company
Société Générale S.A., argues that Japan has been stuck with
sluggish domestic demand since the 2014 tax increase as
businesses have been in saving mode. “Companies laid people
off [after the last hike] and continue to avoid borrowing
money,” Aida said, calling for further fiscal steps to spur
corporate investment. “Otherwise, Japan cannot get out of
the deflation cycle.”
Aida suggested debt should not be the focus for now,
because revenue will only rise when the economy improves.
“It is true Japan should push its fiscal restructuring forward,”
he said. “But the government’s approach is in question:
Do we need to restructure even if it means bringing an
economic downturn?”
All debates aside, there is always someone who finds an
opportunity when the going gets tough.
In June, consumer electronics maker Casio Computer
Co., Ltd., released a new calculator that can quickly
calculate either eight or 10 percent tax on a price. “Sales
of the calculator have exceeded our expectations,” said a
company spokesperson, explaining it has been a hit with
food wholesalers and restaurateurs who will need to add up
different rates. n

©2019 Nikkei Inc. Nikkei Asian Review is published by Nikkei Inc. All rights reserved.
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The Montessori School of Tokyo
Confidence, Respect, Compassion

Education
Re-Imagined

www.montessorijapan.com
The Montessori School of Tokyo
3-5-13 Minami Azabu
Minato-ku
Tokyo
106-0047

A fully accredited Montessori school for students from 2 to 15 years old

03 5449 7067

/MSTokyo

Connect with
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Chiyoda International School Tokyo

Fall Semester

School Information Sessions
Thursday, October 3rd, 2019 10:00 AM‒12:00 PM

Saturday, November 2nd, 2019 10:00 AM‒12:00 PM
Thursday, December 5th, 2019 10:00 AM‒12:00 PM
Book now to secure your seat!
event@chist.jp

A School for
21st-Century Learners
Columbia International School has been offering a superior
K–12 education for both expat and Japanese students for
more than 30 years.

Y

Our graduates receive the same secondary school diploma
as students in Ontario, Canada, and go on to some of the
best universities around the world.

Student First
11 Yonban-cho, Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo 102-0081, Japan
+81 3 5530 7402 | www.chist.jp

www.columbia-ca.co.jp
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TALENT
RGF Executive Search Japan
keeps pace with a digital world

F

inding the right talent to develop, deploy, and execute
an effective local strategy is a must, and that’s especially
true when it comes to consumer goods and retail, where
technology is pushing companies to evolve rapidly. RGF
Executive Search Japan stands ready to help clients find the
right candidates, keep pace with changes in technology,
and grow their offerings for more profitable business.

DIGITAL SKILLS
“The consumer goods and retail
industries are both evolving and
becoming more connected to digital
platforms,” said Diego Munoz, director
of RGF Executive Search Japan’s consu
mer goods and retail team. “As a result,
clients are increasingly adding a digital component to existing
roles—or at least looking for people who are digital savvy or
compatible with new technology.”
Munoz said that, when companies consider what skills to
look for in new hires, functional and industry experiences
are still important. But they are also looking for people with
experience dealing with global e-tailers and who understand
social media and omnichannel, the integration of multiple
shopping methods, such as online and brick-and-mortar.
Particularly in demand are leaders who can help grow
e-commerce sales, both through their own sites and those
of e-tailer partners. “The majority of our business remains
executive-level roles within sales and marketing for esta
blished companies as well as startups entering the market.”

ABUNDANCE OF CHOICE
Asked what challenges RGF Executive Search Japan faces,
Munoz gave an unexpected answer. “It’s the abundance of
job openings,” he said. “It may sound counterintuitive to
list this as a challenge, but it means that each candidate is
flooded with job openings. As a result, they can be very picky
about which jobs to apply for. From the perspective of our
clients, attracting talent, selling the company’s benefits, and
being flexible have all become increasingly important.”
Munoz believes that, moving forward,
this imbalance could lead companies to
become more flexible—especially when
bringing bilingual, non-Japanese talent into
their workforce. “And as the digital space
continues to mature, there will be more
hybrid roles within sales and marketing that combine traditional
marketing practices with digital marketing,” he added.

Particularly in demand
are leaders who can help
grow e-commerce sales.

BEYOND THE RÉSUMÉ
While recruiters can get a good feel for the potential of a
candidate through their résumé, gauging some of the most
important qualities that lead to success in the workplace
requires going beyond that traditional digest.
“The major things we assess are communication skills,
personal presentation, and overall compatibility with the
clients with whom we are currently working,” Munoz said.
“Our clients not only expect that each candidate has the
capability to do the job, they also expect them to match the
company’s team culture. That’s why it is important that we
meet each candidate in person.”

THE RIGHT FIT
The extent to which a hire is successful or not largely can
be designed or mitigated by close attention to detail at all
stages of the process. RGF Executive Search Japan has been
a trusted partner on assignments for board members, country
managers, and senior to mid-level management roles for
more than 20 years, and this is why companies looking to
keep pace with the digital transformation of consumer goods
and retail trust Munoz and his team to find the right talent.
That team has an average 11 years’ experience per recruiter
and represents a wide range of nationalities and backgrounds.
“Because they have so much experience, they are really
efficient. They already know the industry and all the good
candidates in play, and they know the companies where
candidates may want to work. This allows them to really
leverage that experience to complete a search efficiently
and to educate the client so that they really know what is
and isn’t possible.”
Through hands-on partnerships with their clients, RGF
Executive Search Japan puts that experience to work in
order to identify the needs, challenges, and unique value
propositions of each company and create detailed and
exciting search briefs that evangelize their business and
attract top talent. n

03-4563-1700 | www.rgf-executive.jp

EURO MERICAN

TAILOR-MADE
STYLE
Bespoke men’s and ladies’
fashion at Hong Kong prices

suits from $395
blazers from $275
tuxedos from $595
overcoats from $650

trousers from $135
shirts from $69
(minimum of four shirts)

Other superfine quality
suits from
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(excluding shipping);
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HEALTHY
HIRING

RGF PR takes the pulse of
Japan’s healthcare industry
By Aaron Baggett

D

espite Japan’s continued low unemployment rate, finding
qualified labor is still a challenge across all industries. Up
to 71 percent of employers are facing this issue, according to
RGF’s Talent in Asia 2019 Report. This is even more of an issue
in the healthcare industry, where 76.8 percent of employers
consider talent shortages to be more of a concern than low
hiring budgets or company culture mismatch. For a deeper
look at current trends and the future of the industry, The ACCJ
Journal spoke with Jonathan Naylor, senior manager at RGF
Professional Recruitment Japan (RGF PR).

not completely committed. “There are so many openings right
now for each applicant that a job seeker can easily dismiss a
client that takes too long or isn’t flexible with times and dates,”
said Naylor. “They know there are lots of options.”
He also pointed out that healthcare is a global industry.
“So many non-sales positions require English, which further
limits the candidate pool. Salaries are high in the industry, so
attracting an MD who speaks English from a high-paying role is
a difficult task for competitors.” Another concern for potential
candidates is that mergers and acquisitions are common and
it is important for companies to ensure job security.

RISING TRENDS
RGF PR has two teams for the healthcare industry that seek
candidates for commercial, clinical, and technical positions. As
one of the largest bilingual recruiter companies in Tokyo, RGF
PR is responsible for staffing clinical research associates and
employees at pharmaceutical
and medical device companies,
as well as at healthcare-related
vendors. Recently, the industry
has seen a rising demand for
medical science liaisons (MSLs),
whose role is to maintain peerto-peer relationships between
physicians and medical and pharmaceutical companies.
This is a trend brought about by a strong need for healthcare
organizations to improve and strengthen their rapport with
doctors, Naylor explained, adding that, in the past, this
responsibility was more with medical representatives (MRs).
“Now, MSLs can help build confidence in products directly
with the doctors—especially if they possess a science back
ground. Consequentially, we are seeing less and less MR
hiring and more hiring in medical affairs, as well as vendors
providing online MR services and healthcare relationship
management services.”

THE INTERVIEW
Naylor said that it is up to companies to provide a great inter
view experience if they want the best talent. “An interview that is
not one-sided, but more of a two-way interaction, can leave the
candidate with a good impression
of the company and make them
feel they can really fit in.”
Companies that also give
potential employees a look at the
“real” office will have much better
success attracting top talent. “The
idea of just sitting in a meeting
room for an hour answering questions is a very outdated
method of interviewing people, especially younger people,”
Naylor explained.
When it comes to what candidates are expecting from the
interview process, he pointed out that many are looking for
global connections. This could mean being able to interact
with the head office, taking business trips abroad, or even
making global transfers. “People want to know what they will
do in both the short term and the long term. If our clients can
give the candidate some indication that a chance to work
overseas is possible, they will have a very good chance of
attracting and retaining them long term.”
In the end, what RGF PR believes is one of the most impor
tant steps in the hiring process is arranging a casual meeting
between candidate and company that gives them a better
impression. “Meeting people face-to-face and explaining
a client’s product and vision helps to represent themselves
properly so that candidates can completely understand the
opportunity we’re presenting.” n

Healthcare is experiencing a shortage
of candidates—particularly for
technical positions where certain
qualifications are needed.

DECLINING STAFF
As with other industries in Japan, healthcare is experiencing
a shortage of candidates—particularly for technical positions
where certain qualifications are needed, such as a pharmacist
or an MD, Naylor said. There are a limited number of people in
Japan who have such qualifications. Those candidates know
this, and they are in no rush to take a position to which they’re
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“Our client companies say that
candidates placed through
Apex tend to stay longer, show
effectiveness immediately, and
get great internal evaluations.”
—Kazuhisa Hashimoto
founder and chief executive officer

“Evander Group was established to
provide premium executive search
and consultancy services to multi
national corporations in Japan
and Asia. We aim to truly under
stand our clients’ business issues
and tailor recruitment solutions for
their specific hiring needs.”

“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.”

—Arlo Brown and William Hall,
managing directors

—Struan McKay,
representative director/CEO

Apex Inc.
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.

Evander Group K.K.
At Evander Group, we begin with
in-depth discussions regarding your
current business, goals, and challenges,
and partner with you to understand the
required skill set for each position as
well as the cultural fit of the company.
Our aim is to be an extension of our
clients’ internal talent acquisition and
organizational development teams, and
we are committed to providing the
utmost quality in our delivery to clients
and candidates.

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.

03-6426-0250
info@apex1.co.jp
www.apex1.co.jp

03-5797-8960
contact@evander-group.com
www.evander-group.com

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

How Razin Ashraf is selling opportunity
By Aaron Baggett

A

fter several years as a manager at a leading recruitment
office in Japan, Razin Ashraf asked: How could he do it
better? How could he apply the knowledge, expertise, and
relationships he had built over the years to a positive, Japancentric method for finding the best talent?

GOING SOLO
In 2016, Ashraf took the leap and established Divine Solutions
Japan (DSJ), a specialist recruitment company focusing on
financial services and technology markets.
In just three years, this newcomer has grown into a company
with a reputation for reliability and efficiency. They have
received recognition as a top supplier at more than five major
banks, netted spots on the preferred suppliers list for most of
their clients, and increased revenue year over year.

THE RIGHT TEAM
Ashraf told The ACCJ Journal his vision was to build a team
based on potential and passion—not just a proven track
record. “I didn’t want to be influenced or confined by methods
that were successful in countries other than
Japan,” he said. “Each one of our consultants
brings different values to DSJ.”
“We’re not just salespeople,” he said. “We’ve
built up expertise about the industry and its subsectors. To do
the job effectively, you need to process a considerable amount
of information daily. As a team, we go the extra mile to provide
the best service and do the best we can.”
Ashraf surrounded himself with a small but culturally diverse
team of consultants. Manager Alistair Ramsbottom brought
more than 20 years of industry experience when he joined
the DSJ team. “It’s entrepreneurial,” Ramsbottom said. “This
is the sort of environment that suits me very well—there’s
a close team and flexibility. You can generally spend more
time focusing on clients and candidates, whereas a bigger
organization tends to just brush them over.” This focus helps
DSJ achieve positive outcomes for client companies.
Consultant Joel Faustor said it is the clear management
style that provides the freedom to express ideas. “At DSJ,
I feel that I’m taken seriously, and I know that my input
counts,” he said. “There are not many companies in this
industry where you have a say in something.” Consultant
Shoya Ono added, “I feel grateful to be able to work in a
very international environment. We are more than a team—
we are a family.”
Ashraf is planning to grow coverage beyond financial
services in the near future by expanding his team farther into
the technology, accounting, finance, sectors, and life sectors.

QUALITY OVER QUANTITY
Ashraf recognizes that the recruitment industry has a fierce
image, but believes DSJ is changing misconceptions. “This
industry has a reputation for putting profit before people,
not being experts in their field, or not being impartial. DSJ
is striving to put people first and to do what is best for the
client and the candidate to help create a win–win situation.
“I firmly believe we’re doing a positive thing for someone—
a step up in his or her career, forming a better team, achieving
better work–life balance, or growing a team that appreciates
you more,” Ashraf said. “We are not just closing the deal
and moving on. We want everyone to be satisfied and have
something better. Some of our existing relationships span
more than 12 years, and these business associations turn into
long-term friendships.”
Some companies rely too much on internal resources to
attract new talent. But Ashraf believes the best strategy
for finding talented candidates is reaching out to a wellconnected consultant who understands not only the client’s
needs but also the culture of the companies where they’re
placing candidates. “The consultant should
be able to explain the dynamics of the
available talent pool to the client, manage
their expectations, and understand the
candidate’s needs and motivators in terms of their expectations
for the new role. The better a consultant understands the
client’s needs and the candidate’s expectations, the easier it is
to match top talent with the top companies.”
“Quality over quantity is what our clients want,” said Ashraf.
“We aim to have strong candidate pools for every area that we
cover so that we can present the best profiles when needed.
This is what we strive to achieve at DSJ.” n

DSJ is striving
to put people first.
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“The Recruit brand name allows
us to attract the best bilingual
Japanese candidates and helps us
forge long-lasting relationships
with market-leading clients.”
—Hiroki Nakashige,
managing director

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.

03-6422-4400
hiroki.nakashige@rgf-professional.com
www.rgf-professional.jp

“We put the interests of our
clients and candidates first
to achieve our business
purpose: powering people and
organizations to fulfill their
unique potential.”
—Jeremy Sampson,
managing director for Japan and Korea

Robert Walters Japan
We've been a driving force in the
Japanese bilingual recruitment market,
providing high-quality candidates for our
clients for nearly 20 years. With offices
in Tokyo and Osaka, Robert Walters
Japan specializes in permanent and
contract recruitment solutions across all
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that strengthen our partnership with you.
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PEAK
PERFORMER
Strong morale and industry
awards play a part in Apex’s success

F

or Japanese recruitment agency Apex Inc., which focuses
on talent acquisition for domestic and global companies
in a variety of industries, the past year has been a good one.

ACCOLADES
As founder and Chief Executive Officer Kazuhisa Hashimoto
explained, it has been a time when a number of positive
developments—some dating back a few years—have come
to fruition. In 2015, the company was recognized at the
inaugural Nikkei Human Resources Agent Awards. They won
again in 2016.
Hashimoto said these honors were a great shot in the arm for
the company, which was founded in 2006. “Our reputation and
recognition in the recruitment industry improved dramatically
[after the awards], and we received so many more inquiries from
new companies and gained more registered applicants.”
Apex also received a significant
boost after it won the Specialist
Recruitment Company of the Year
Award at the 2018 Recruitment
International (RI) Awards.
Hashimoto said: “We gained more business from foreignfunded companies, and we now have increased the number
of high-class candidates who earn a higher income. With these
changes, we have seen an increase in the average price per
order. And, having higher recognition in the recruitment
industry has helped us hire better staff. We are now in a
great cycle of receiving more applications, hiring talented
and experienced professionals, and bringing in increased
revenue through these new hires.”

Apex has had particularly strong results in banking and
finance recently, filling a wide variety of positions for domestic
and global companies. But their clients across all industries are
very pleased with the results. “We commonly receive positive
feedback, and our client companies say that candidates
placed through Apex tend to stay longer, show effectiveness
immediately, and get great internal evaluations. Our clients
trust us because of our extensive positive track record.”
Hashimoto said that one of the secrets to this success is
satisfied staff, and he places a high priority on making sure that
his employees are satisfied with their work–life balance. Aside
from a regular weekly meeting, employees are not required to
come into the office every day and can work according to the
schedules that suit them best.
He also plans special activities that bolster a strong spirit
of pride and comradery. “We have a company dinner party
every two months. In our company, it’s
been proven that it’s better for teambuilding to have fewer highly engaged
regular meetings than just seeing each
other every day with no purpose and
having many meetings with low productivity. In October, we are
planning on having a company leisure trip to Guam. We believe
we can strengthen our team by spending quality time overseas,
being far away from work.”

Client companies say that
candidates placed through
Apex tend to stay longer.

CULTIVATING TALENT
The company has also posted strong performance over the past
year. Hashimoto said that revenue has increased 120 percent
compared with last year and, in the past quarter, has risen
150 percent. This, he explained, has enabled Apex to hire more
staff, and the company has plans to move to a larger office.
In the past year, Hashimoto has hired five new agents, and
says their performance has already exceeded expectations.
These agents cover:
■
■
■
■
■

IT and internet
Insurance
Accounting and auditing
Strategic consulting
Construction

FOCUSED ON THE FUTURE
For a recruitment company, establishing a strong brand can be
difficult, but Hashimoto believes that a combination of traditional
methods and being recognized by their peers has worked well
for Apex. “Except for some big companies that are listed on the
stock exchange, most recruiting companies struggle with building
their own brand, and spend a large amount on advertising. We
are not an exception. However, we are proud to say that we are
not just gaining recognition by advertising actively, but by winning
many awards. In other words, we have improved our branding and
recognition by being highly evaluated by other companies.”
And they have their sights set on more. Following their success
at last year’s RI Awards, they have been nominated for The
Growth Company of the Year Award in the 2019 competition.
Hashimoto is quietly confident about his company’s prospects,
for the upcoming awards and the years to come. n
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the solutions to grow and
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Do something exciting
with your team!
Strengthen
Your Team:
Grow Your
Business
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Exclusive Japan
operators of:

The Go Game
“You can learn mor
e
about a person
in an hour of play
than in a year
of conversation”

- Plato -

www.thesuperfantasticcompany.com
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� IT Security Vulnerability Assessments
and Remediation
� Data Center Support Operations
� IT Infrastructure and Data Center Design
� Relocations and Re-stacks
� Technology Upgrades

Get in Shape,
Go Home Safe.

� Cloud Solutions
� IT Strategy Analysis and Consulting
� Business Continuity Planning
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HOW TO AVOID HEADACHES FROM OVERSEAS ASSETS

I

n 2017, Japan’s National Tax Agency (NTA) conducted
12,576 inheritance tax audits, an increase of 3.8 percent over
the previous year. Why is this significant? Well, of those audits,
the number focusing on international inheritances has increased
by 23 percent, highlighting a significant shift in the NTA’s
focus1. Although the amount of additional tax can vary greatly
depending on each individual case and the assets involved,
nearly 84 percent of audits resulted in additional tax being levied
on the taxpayer. This success rate for the NTA is higher than for
corporation tax audits (74 percent) and individual income tax
audits (62 percent). In recent years there has been a reduction
in the number of NTA officials, so it’s no wonder resources are
being allocated to audits with a higher chance of levying tax.

TWO KEY POINTS
In its International Strategic Total
Plan, published in 2017, the NTA
described 14 areas on which it will
focus to ensure the fair and correct
collection of tax. Three of those
relate to inheritance and gift tax
on overseas assets: two regarding undisclosed foreign assets
subject to inheritance and gift tax, and one relating to those
assets and the income arising from them. Tax information
exchange agreements are now being used more efficiently,
so that taxpayers under audit are finding that the tax office
already has information on their undeclared overseas assets
at the first meeting. If you have ever been through a tax audit,
this may explain the auditor’s attitude of “What else is this
person hiding?”
Failing to disclose an overseas inheritance can have the
following knock-on effects:

Nearly 84 percent of audits
resulted in additional tax
being levied on the taxpayer.

■

■

If a taxpayer is correctly disclosing overseas assets in an
annual overseas assets report, the sudden inclusion of the
overseas-inherited property will trigger a letter from the tax
office inquiring into the source of those funds.
If an overseas assets report is not filed, then declaring income
from these assets—or transferring the funds into Japan—will
raise flags, again resulting in a letter from the tax office.

These letters from the tax office help them to identify
taxpayers that warrant a proper audit.

In either case, an undisclosed over
seas inheritance is unlikely to remain
off the tax office’s radar for long—
especially given their stated objectives
on tax collection above and the tools
at their disposal. And an audit based on suspicion is always
going to be more stressful and time-consuming than a
routine one.

BE TRANSPARENT
What can a taxpayer do to prevent the disruption caused by
these audits?
As ever, the key to an easy life is transparency. If you inherit
overseas assets, your first step should be to seek professional
advice from a tax advisor, as tax may be due in Japan as
well as in the other country. A credit is available in most
circumstances for tax paid overseas and so the Japan liability,
if any, may be lower than expected. For inheritances that fall
under the exemption threshold, a simple disclosure report
can be filed to inform the tax office. Although this may cause
the tax office to raise questions, no additional tax would be
due, and this filing can be relied on if the source of overseas
assets is later queried. These simple steps can help you
avoid unnecessary future headaches with the tax office. n
1. H
 eisei 29 Inheritance tax audit details report,
NTA: www.nta.go.jp/information/release/pdf/3012_02.pdf

Adrian Castelino-Prabhu is a principal at

Eiji Miura is a partner at Grant Thornton

Grant Thornton specializing in international

Japan specializing in succession planning

inheritance/gift taxation for high-net-worth

and international inheritance/gift taxation

individuals as well as tax advice for corporations
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INHERITANCE TAX AUDITS
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Ecole française de Saint Maur
Classes à effectifs réduits et pédagogie différenciée
pour une scolarisation de la maternelle au CM2
●
●
●

●

Programmes de l'Education nationale française
Professeurs des écoles qualifiés et expérimentés
Maternelle en anglais selon la méthode Montessori avec séance quotidienne
de langage en français
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SERIOUSLY
FUN
The Super Fantastic Company
takes team-building to another level

W

e’ve all been there: the slightly awkward, usually
contrived company drinking party where half of those
present don’t want to be; the anticlimactic corporate bowling
event that seems to drag on for days; or the embarrassing
karaoke session with your fellow employees.
Although they are organized with the best of intentions—
after all, strong interpersonal bonds and a cooperative
workplace environment have been proven to improve
productivity and efficiency—many of us loathe the idea
of attending offsite corporate team-building events. And
rightfully so. Very often, these thinly veiled attempts at
organized fun don’t achieve the intended goal.
But it doesn’t have to be that way. At least that’s certainly
what The Super Fantastic Company believes. This innovative,
Tokyo-based startup offers team-building events that stand
out. And the founders—Gabriel DeNicola and Tommy
Saunders, both long-term Tokyo
residents and experienced event
planners—are very enthusiastic
about team-building and creating
camaraderie in the workplace.

another better on a personal level, they also help to highlight
individuals’ strengths or areas where they need guidance or
support. Groups that are aware of these individual nuances
within their team can better organize themselves to tackle
projects or tasks, and thus enjoy higher levels of efficiency
and productivity.”

IT’S GO TIME
The Super Fantastic Company’s main tool for fueling and
facilitating their team-building activities is a sophisticated
piece of software called The Go Game—a fully customizable,
interactive, and invigorating game platform that asks teams
of participants to work together to overcome a series of fun
yet challenging tasks and activities in real time.
As DeNicola explained: “The Go Game sits at the inter
section of technology, exploration, and creativity. It has
just the right mix of intellectualism, critical
thinking, physicality, and a bit of downright
silliness. With a variety of game models
and different ways to utilize the platform, it
offers a super-fun, tech-based alternative
for creating, organizing, and running a teambuilding event. It really is one of the best ways for a group
to spend time together and get to know each other in a fun
and meaningful way.”

Teams that play together
often learn how to work
much better together, too.

TEAM POWERED
“We truly believe that team-building is critically important
for the success of any group or organization,” Saunders said.
“We spend the majority of our adult waking lives in the office
or at work, and our time spent there should be enjoyable
and give us a sense of fulfillment. When organizations can
develop this sort of atmosphere, their employees are able to
realize their full potential. We feel that—when done right—
team-building events are one of the most effective ways of
achieving this goal.”
As Saunders explained, the effects can go far beyond
the immediate experience: “Participating in team-building
activities has proven to boost inter-staff communication,
trust, and respect. When this happens, productivity and job
satisfaction also rise, and companies can enjoy a greater level
of employee output and higher rates of employee retention.”
He said teams that play together often learn how to work
much better together, too. “Well-organized team-building
events not only allow group members to get to know one

PLAY TO LEARN
In addition to being the exclusive operators of The Go Game
in Japan, The Super Fantastic Company also offers other types
of team-building services for groups that aren’t looking for
a game-based activity. Some of the experiences they have
organized for clients include ziplining excursions, paintball
and airsoft battles, and cooking classes. They can also arrange
services such as venue bookings, logistical support, and
event catering.
Helping to build positive work environment, and having
fun while doing it, is the primary goal of The Super Fantastic
Company. Saunders and DeNicola said their favorite quote—
one that inspires much of what the company does—comes
from Plato. “You can discover more about a person in an hour
of play than in a year of conversation.” n

info@thesuperfantasticcompany.com | www.thesuperfantasticcompany.com
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