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Overview  

Global trade growth is crucial to any country that strives for a thriving society since it largely contributes 

to GDP of a nation. Looking at World Bank’s statistics on global trade value in total world GDP 1960 – 

2015
1
, we can see the graph went higher and higher year after year, which was truly motivating and 

rewarding. More importantly, global trade value today makes up 55% - 60% of the world GDP, 

examining statistics of 2000 – 2015
2
. As you would remember, it was only 25% in the period of 

1960-1965. When global trade grows, GDP per capita increases (and vice versa), peoples and nations 

around the world would become more wealthy, healthy, and happy. Boosting global trade is never more 

important than it is now. 

 

A Press Release
3
 by WTO April 07, 2016 anticipated that global trade growth “is expected to remain 

sluggish in 2016 at 2.8%, unchanged from the 2.8% increase registered in 2015… Global trade growth 

should rise to 3.6% in 2017.” As for Japan, trade balance has been continuously surplus in imports 

(3.56% - 14.92%)
4
 for the last five years 2011 – 2015. The good news is, for the first half of 2016, trade 

balance of the country did take a dramatic turn to a positive percentage of 5.54% exports surplus. 

Cheers! And what should be done next? Well, here is exactly where Japanese companies take the ball 

and keep it rolling. We will circle back to this question right away, after few more lines.  

 

Year Exports Value Imports Value Balance Value
Trade Balance 

(%)

2011 65,546,475 68,111,187 -2,564,712 -3.77%

2012 63,747,572 70,688,632 -6,941,060 -9.82%

2013 69,774,193 81,242,545 -11,468,352 -14.12%

2014 73,093,028 85,909,113 -12,816,085 -14.92%

2015 75,613,929 78,405,536 -2,791,607 -3.56%

2016 

January - June
34,518,616 32,706,562 1,812,054 5.54%

Source: http://www.customs.go.jp/toukei/shinbun/trade-st_e/2016/201625de.xml

Fig. 1 - Japan's Value of Exports - Imports 2011 - 2016 (June)

 

                                            
1
 Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?end=2015&start=1960 

2
 Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?end=2015&start=1960 

3
 Source: https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres16_e/pr768_e.htm  

4
 Source: http://www.customs.go.jp/toukei/shinbun/trade-st_e/2016/201625de.xml 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?end=2015&start=1960
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?end=2015&start=1960
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres16_e/pr768_e.htm
http://www.customs.go.jp/toukei/shinbun/trade-st_e/2016/201625de.xml
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Now, let’s discuss a bit about the global GDP. Earlier in this year, the IMF estimated a growth of world 

GDP at 3.4% for 2016, and 3.6% for 2017 with a big remark “Subdued Demand, Diminished 

Prospects”
 5

. As for Japan, the growth rate in 2016 is estimated of 0.486% (ranked #170/190 economies), 

and not more than 0.7% annually in the three subsequent years 2019, 2020, 2021. Seriously, in 2017, 

Japan is forecasted facing a minus rate (-0.058%)
6
. The other notion is, Japan’s GDP takes 4.15% 

(estimated 4,900 billion USD) of total world GDP (118,000 billion USD) in 2016 and is gradually going 

down to 3.66% in 2020
7
. Also in the IMF report

8
, in 2016 there are 55/190 countries having GDP 

growth rates higher than 4%, the remaining 135/190 countries each gets a rate less than 4% to negative 

rates like Greece (-0.576%), Russia (-1.85%), Brazil (-3.8%), and Venezuela (red flag, -8%). The picture 

of global trade and world GDP is gloomy and it is the reason why “favor international trade”
9
 is one of 

the key notes in the agenda of G20 Summit in Hangzhou, China (Sep 4-5, 2016) this year.  

Fig. 2- List of Countries by Projected GDP Growth 2016 - 2021

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

1 Myanmar 8.640 7.705 7.759 7.630 7.659 7.667 Asia

2 Côte d'Ivoire 8.540 7.963 7.623 7.333 7.077 6.796 Africa

3 Bhutan 8.395 8.597 11.235 7.635 6.496 7.521 Asia

4 India 7.454 7.494 7.598 7.690 7.680 7.787 Asia

5 Lao P.D.R. 7.395 7.386 7.441 7.301 7.319 7.311 Asia

6 Iraq 7.154 3.277 4.158 4.314 4.720 4.751 Asia

7 Cambodia 6.967 6.954 6.958 6.901 6.937 6.731 Asia

8 Tanzania 6.874 6.797 6.697 6.659 6.589 6.502 Africa

9 Senegal 6.639 6.847 6.954 7.103 7.078 6.953 Africa

10 Bangladesh 6.558 6.903 7.000 7.000 6.742 6.500 Asia

… …

170 Japan 0.486 -0.058 0.364 0.696 0.700 0.658 Asia

171 Swaziland 0.473 1.089 1.329 1.295 1.293 1.274 Africa

172 Mongolia 0.406 2.537 5.688 7.880 10.464 7.237 Asia

173 Kazakhstan 0.135 1.050 1.806 2.163 3.364 4.931 Asia

174 Chad -0.403 1.602 5.145 8.215 3.441 3.536 Africa

175 Greece -0.576 2.662 3.106 2.792 2.361 1.533 Europe

Source: IMF World Economic Outlook (April-2016), http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-growth.php 

Rank Country/Economy
GDP growth (%)

Continent

 

Recently on July 04, 2016, in a mid-year WTO report
10

, the Director-General called the organization’s 

members not to raise barriers
11

 and “get trade moving again” in order to address slow global economic 

growth. What would we see through the call? There are two pragmatic but distressing truths. Coming 

first is the increasing trend of trade protectionism, which governments need to consider and resolve. The 

                                            
5
 Source: http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2016/update/01/  

6
 Source: http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-growth.php  

7
 Source: http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-capita-ppp.php  

8
 Source: http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-growth.php  

9
 Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_G20_Hangzhou_summit  

10
 Source: https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news16_e/trdev_22jul16_e.htm  

11 According to the report, within the period mid-Oct 2015 – mid-May 2016 WTO Members applied 154 new trade-restrictive measures, an 

average of 22 new measures per month, whereas during the same period, 132 measures aimed at facilitating trade, or about 19 

trade-facilitating measures per month. 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2016/update/01/
http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-growth.php
http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-capita-ppp.php
http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-gdp-growth.php
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_G20_Hangzhou_summit
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news16_e/trdev_22jul16_e.htm
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latter, which is much more serious, is the slow global economic growth. This involves aggregate 

demand
12

 in short term and aggregate supply or productive capacity in the long run, beside other factors 

such as political stability, inflation, unemployment, exchange and interest rate, etc. Speaking in Japan’s 

context, while the government should be more adaptive and effective in the architectural role of 

socio-political infrastructural and macro-economic governance; at corporate level what should Japanese 

companies do to augment their role in global trade? In this writing I would suggest a set of 3S’ that 

would be the key: Sell, Self, and Share. 

Sell 

Self

Share

• Thrive 
Japan

• Safeguard  
Japan

• Promote 
Global 
Trade 

The Role of 
Japanese 

Companies

Fig. 3 - 3S’ TO AUGMENT THE ROLE OF JAPANESE COMPANIES IN GLOBAL TRADE

(Source: by author)
 

 

A brief review of Japanese companies’ role 

 

Before exploring the What and How of the three S’, let’s begin with a recall of the roles of Japanese 

companies. In Edo bakufu time (1603 – 1868), under the sakoku (鎖国, “national isolation”) and kaikin 

(海禁, "maritime prohibitions ") imposed by the shogunate, Japan had very limited trade liaisons with 

other lands, except Holland (Dutch factory at Dejima in Nagasaki), China (Nagasaki), Korea (Tsushima 

Domain, today part of Nagasaki Prefecture), Ainu people (Matsumae Domain in Hokkaidō), and the 

Ryūkyū Kingdom (Satsuma Domain, now belongs to Kagoshima Prefecture). The primary role of 

national merchants was to flourish Japan domestically. Since Meiji era (1868 – 1912) to the end of 

World War II (WW2) in 1945, the modernization and global integration largely proliferated at a high 

speed. With the inauguration of a new western-based education system, Japan sent thousands of students 

to the United States and Europe, and hired more than 3,000 “foreign experts” (o-yatoi gaikokujin) to 

teach modern sciences, mathematics, technologies, and foreign languages in the country. The two great 

zaibatsu, Mitsubishi and Yasuda, were born, together with the very first two zaibatsu, Sumitomo and 

Mitsui, made the Big Four who played an extremely important role in Japan’s industrial and economic 

activities. The second role of Japanese companies appeared in this period and it could be seen as a 

                                            
12

 Aggregate demand = (C+I+G+X-M). Source: http://www.economicshelp.org/macroeconomics/economic-growth/causes-economic-growth/  

http://www.economicshelp.org/macroeconomics/economic-growth/causes-economic-growth/
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safeguard to Nihon-koku because their financial power and economic expertise were often employed by 

the government in dealing with foreign trade affairs, military requisition, and taxes collection. The third 

role of Japanese companies is the promoter for global trade, which came in in the Post-war period (1945 

– present) during which Japan made economic miracles (rapidly recovered from WW2 and became the 

second world largest economy, after the United States, by 1960s) and has been playing a more and more 

essential part in world trade: joined OECD in 1964, G8 (1975, now called G7, Russia was excluded in 

2014), APEC (1989), WTO (1995), G20 (1999), and recently the TPP (tentatively ratified by Congresses 

in 2016). The three roles organically supplement to each other, of which thriving Japan is the base for 

safeguarding the country and developing international trade, while the other two components offer a 

good cause and force to boost Japan’s economy. Until today, those roles remain unchanged: doing 

business in pursuit of profit and adding value to the nation’s wealth, protecting Japan by trading with 

foreign countries in order to expand the country’s border to farther seas and lands, and finally, promoting 

global trade.  

 

The Three Elements: Sell, Self, and Share 

 

Now, with the roles being reviewed, what and how would Japanese companies function through the 3S’ 

- Sell, Self, and Share - in order to augment the global trade?  

 

The 1
st
 element: “Sell” 

Speaking of trade, “sell” should come first. There is an old proverb: “No trade, no wealth”. Japanese 

companies should keep on selling their traditional products and services, plus the otherwise 

products/services sans frontières
13

. What should companies sell? Japan has plenty of “goods” to market 

the world, and most uniquely differential items are: Mt. Fuji, the shinkansen, and the Todai. You may 

curiously ask HOW? Here is where “total sales and marketing” strategy works: every Japanese citizen, 

every business and non-business organization should become a sales agent. Utilize your private, 

corporate, and whatever kind of networks to create sales.  

Selling “Mt. Fuji” 

Definitely, selling Mt. Fuji doesn’t mean to slice or divide the mountain into lots for sale. It means 

promoting and vending travel and tourism services to foreign tourists whose yen brings jobs to and 

flourishes Japan. A forecast by the World Travel & Tourism Council 2015
14

 projected Japan’s direct 

contribution of travel and tourism in 2025 at 15,000 billion yen, accounting for 2.8% of GDP. Another 

report by Japan National Tourism Organization recorded a number of 6.2 million inbound tourists in 

                                            
13

 Sans frontières: French word means “without borders”. 

14
 Source: https://www.wttc.org/-/media/files/reports/economic%20impact%20research/countries%202015/japan2015.pdf  

https://www.wttc.org/-/media/files/reports/economic%20impact%20research/countries%202015/japan2015.pdf
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2011 and 19.3 million tourists in 2015
15

, a 3 fold increase after 5 years. Let’s set a target for a 5 fold 

increase in the next 5 years, from 20 million in 2016 (estimated) to 100 million tourist arrivals in 2020. 

Nothing is impossible! Break the target down to smaller numbers. Give a target of 1 to a Japanese adult 

and 10 to a Japanese company and you will reach 100 million foreign tourists in a year!  

 

Although Japan lies on volcanoes and deals with earthquakes every day, it is a beautiful country 

endowed with mesmeric sights-seeing, many of which are world heritages: Fuji-san, Kiyomizu-dera 

Temple, Himeji-jō, etc. It also has four distinctive seasons: spring with heartfelt scent and scenery of 

cherry blossoms, summer for great trekking on Fuji-san, autumn captivating people with picturesque 

wings of forest, winter with “fairy” hot springs. You have outstanding transportation infrastructures, 

superb foods and gastronomy; and most of all, it is your people’s helpfulness, friendliness, and 

hospitality that make your services “omotenashi”, well-known and dreamed of in all over the world.  

 

Do turn Japan into a world destination for international tourists. Do turn everyone, every family, every 

company into a tourist agent. Just do it! 

 

Selling “Shinkansen” 

Next is to sell the “shinkansen”. Again, it is figurative. You will sell the world the spirit of “making the 

impossible possible”. When the Japanese said they would shorten the travel time between Tokyo – 

Osaka a half, the rest of the world burst out laughing. Sooner they were “shocked” from top to toe at the 

first 4-hour shinkansen maiden voyages that arrived in Tokyo and Osaka on October 01, 1964, just a few 

days before the Tokyo 1964 Olympics. However, do not sell the “possible impossible” alone, do sell the 

speed, accuracy, and safety intellectually built in the shinkansen and its perfect management technology 

(no accident since the first day of operation till present). HOW? Here comes the purely literal side of it. 

Look around. How many countries those are possessing shinkansen/TVG/Maglev railway systems? 

They are France, Britain, Germany, Italia, Spain, China, Taiwan and all in all there are probably not more 

than ten. So, the rest of the world is your sales lands. Think of the populated South East Asian region, 

where more than half of 630 million people need to commute every day. Think of the immense Africa, 

where governments want to connect their resourceful lands together for development. Go Asia! Go 

Africa! It is undeniable that shinkansen increases speed of transportation, shortens vast distances, and 

offers civilization to where it presents. On top of that, every shinkansen line creates hundred thousand 

jobs, generates new and supporting industries, thus creates added GDP, improves life, thrives the region, 

and of course prospers the country. What is it called if not a miracle? Every Japanese company should 

help to bring such “shinkansen miracles” to other countries as a practical way of promoting global trade. 

                                            
15

 Source: http://www.tourism.jp/en/statistics/inbound/  

http://www.tourism.jp/en/statistics/inbound/
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Fig. 4 - THE SHINKANSEN (N700) AND Mt. FUJI –
TWO OF THE PROUDEST “WONDERS” OF JAPAN

(Source: http://www.japan.go.jp/photo_gallery/Technology_of_Japan/000365.html)
 

Selling “Todai” 

“Todai” is the shortened name of Tokyo Daigaku, ranked by the Global University Ranking at 3
rd 

in the 

world and 1
st
 in Asia

16
, and of course No.1 in Japan

17
. Rhetorically, selling “Todai” means to spread out 

Japan’s academia knowledge internationally. Education is the corner stone for developing a sustainable 

society and a great civilization. In 2015, there were 208,000 foreign students in Japan
18

. Do attract 

1,000,000 international students per year to Tokyo/Keio/Waseda/Kyoto/etc. universities and you would 

see how much Japan’s GDP will be increased. More importantly, Japan’s culture will be cultivated 

around the world thanks to these students. What should Japanese companies do to help? Be a positive 

collaborator and an effective promoter for Japanese universities in your networks of business.  

 

Being an individual or a company holding Japanese nationality, you must be proud of your as-beautiful- 

as-paradise sights-seeing, proud of your high-tech industries with the most desirable properties such as 

high speed, prime accuracy, most convenience and safety; and proud of your reputed education system. 

Do simply “sell” them!  

 

The 2
nd

 element: “Self” 

With that being said about the “sell”, it happens to be so easy to enhance the global trade simply by 

selling! The American could do it comfortably, the French could do it leisurely, and the German could do 

it even much more effectively. So what could Japanese companies do? There are plenty of rooms and 

one of them is the “self”. I believe any Japanese company would be able do it differently by using their 

“self”. First of all, it is the self-image or self-personality. Practice the 7 virtues of bushido in every aspect 

                                            
16

 Source: "TOP - 100 (Global universities ranking)". Global Universities Ranking. 2009.  

17
 http://toyokeizai.net/  

18
 Source: http://www.jasso.go.jp/en/about/statistics/intl_student/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2016/04/20/data15_brief_e.pdf  

http://www.globaluniversitiesranking.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=94&Itemid=131
http://toyokeizai.net/
http://www.jasso.go.jp/en/about/statistics/intl_student/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2016/04/20/data15_brief_e.pdf
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of your business. They are GI (Integrity), REI (Respect), YU (Courage), MEIYO (Honor), JIN 

(Compassion), MAKOTO (Honesty & Sincerity), and CHU (Loyalty). These qualities are the core 

values to build TRUST. Once trust is gained, there is no border that blocks relationship or trade relations. 

Secondly, it is the E&E. The first “E” stands for “Efficiency”, which is universally regarded as an innate 

character of Japanese people when you guys use your resources in the most economical and efficient 

fashion. Where cars produced in other countries consume terrible amount of fuel, electric appliances 

consume crazy power, Japan’s cars and electric appliances do not. That’s a huge difference! The latter 

“E” represents “Environment-friendly” property, which is largely seen in almost every Japan made 

product, and admirably, in Japanese lifestyle. Finally, it is about self-improvement. Japanese companies 

are “famous” for their slow decision making and the tendency of Japanese-language-preferable 

communication. “Some foreigners experience Japan as extremely hierarchical because of their business 

experience of painstakingly slow decision making process: all the decisions must be confirmed by each 

hierarchical layer and finally by the top management in Tokyo.” (Hofstede’s website
19

, accessed August 

2016). Every comparison is odd, but contrary to that slowness, the shinkansen cruises fastest in the 

world! While I don’t really buy in the thought that hierarchy causes delays in decision making, I’d rather 

understand it is merely a conscientious process to limit mistakes the least. Regardless, an increase of 

speed of decision making and an improvement in foreign language proficiency (especially English) is 

worth to practice. A sound improvement of these two areas would enhance the self-image of Japanese 

companies and thus facilitate global trade. In brief, stick to the 7 core values of bushido, promote for a 

lifestyle with environment - friendliness, and improve speed (of decision making) and foreign language 

proficiency for the sake of differentiating your companies and developing your trade relations, which 

eventually transform the global trade.  

 

The 3
rd

 element: “Share” 

The final “S” stands for “Share”. Since this world is flat (Friedman, 2005), technologically borderless 

and becoming a narrow playground, every player has to compete and concurrently supplement to each 

other with their comparative advantage (Porter, 1985) in order to be able to cooperate and co-develop. 

The Japanese companies, commonly regarded as key holders of world-class sophisticated machines, 

advanced technologies and tacit knowledge, should continue sharing them to other nations in terms of 

direct investment, franchising, sales reps, etc. or a combination of all. This absolutely helps growing 

global trade: goods and services are more widely distributed, jobs created, unemployment reduced, 

mutual benefits gained, poverty eradicated, conflicts and wars gone, and peace comes eventually. The 

other value you can share is Japanese people’s longevity which ranks top of the world. Share them in 

“formulated” products (environment-friendly materials, functional foods, advanced medicines, etc.) and 

services (cooking recipes for “longevity”, Japanese lifestyle and Zen training, gene medical treatments, 

                                            
19

 Source: https://geert-hofstede.com/japan.html  

https://geert-hofstede.com/japan.html
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etc.). That’s a business every Japanese individual or organization can do. Finally, it’s about e-Commerce. 

The global e-Commerce value is estimated of 2,356 billion USD in 2018
20

. Japanese companies should 

learn from Rakuten and go e-Commerce more assertively to deepen supply chains, widen distribution 

channels that ultimately increase sales efficiency and accelerate global trade for a bigger bang in the 

upcoming years. 

Before closing this discussion, let’s recap the roles and the 3S’ commissioned to Japanese companies on 

account of augmenting global trade with the following diagram: 

Sell 
• Mt. Fuji (Tourism)

• Shinkansen (Innovation  
& Technology)

• Todai (Education)

Self

• 7 Virtues of Bushidō
(TRUST)

• E&E (Efficiency & 
Environment-
friendliness)

• Improve Speed & 
Foreign Language 
Proficiency

Share
•Knowledge & Experience

•Direct Investment, 
Franchise, Sales Rep.

•Longevity Life-style 

The
ROLE 

of Japanese 
Companies

Fig. 5 - 3S’ TO AUGMENT THE ROLE OF JAPANESE COMPANIES IN GLOBAL TRADE

Total Sales

Self-image

Co-develop

• Thrive 
Japan

• Safeguard  
Japan

• Promote 
Global 
Trade 

(Source: by author)
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Conclusion 

While this essay is being completed, G20 Summit is taking place in Hangzhou, China and needless to 

say how important its mission is to boosting the world trade! At the airport before departing to 

Hangzhou on Sunday September 04, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe told reporters: “We will put the global 

economy back on a growth track. I want to take the lead in discussions to that end.” While many top 

leaders are giving pitching statements and vows to lift our declining global trade, a few others (including 

                                            
20 http://www.statista.com/statistics/261245/b2c-e-commerce-sales-worldwide/  

http://www.statista.com/statistics/261245/b2c-e-commerce-sales-worldwide/
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the US president candidates Hilary Clinton and Donald Trump) are skeptical about the success of 

FTAs
21

, including the TPP
22

 which is still on the plates of the 12 members’ Congresses. Sometimes, the 

majority is not always right. The “BREXIT” recently highlighted a big question about the benefits and 

advantages of a “common market”. Despite whatever the others say, Jack Ma of www.alibaba.com 

strongly believes in globalization. He said September 02 in Hangzhou: “We should keep on going along 

the path of globalization. Globalization is good... When trade stops, war comes.”
23

 Oh no, we 

absolutely don’t want wars of any kind!  

Whatsoever, let’s leave the world top figures of the most powerful economies together with themselves 

in Hangzhou with their “summit” level debates and “top” head-aching discussions, we get back to our 

“earth level” work. As corporate entities who have been elaborating hard day to day to dig in every little 

opportunity to find every single sen
24

 for yourselves, your people and your country, you should keep on 

productizing and selling “Japan Quality” (metaphorically selling Mt. Fuji, Shinkansen, and Todai), 

sharpening your “self”, and sharing the valuables (knowledge and philosophy/methodology like 5s, 

Kaizen, JIT, investments, life “recipes”) to the world to help bringing back on track the once magnificent 

prosperity of our global trade. Those are the most urgent and important roles for all Japanese companies 

from gigantic zaibatsu to large shōsha to every super small family business that is off the beaten track. 

Besides, don’t forget the most dynamic regions in the 21
st
 century. Go Asia (particularly the South East 

Asia where the AEC
25

 is accumulating speed), and go Africa!  

Last but not least, Tokyo Games 2020 is around the corner, be well prepared to take the golden chance 

and rock the world again with Japan’s new miracles that would certainly leverage Japan’s economy and 

stimulate the global trade to blossom once more.  

                                            
21

 FTA – Free Trade Agreement 

22
 TPP – Trans-Pacific Partnership 

23
 Source: http://money.cnn.com/2016/09/02/technology/jack-ma-alibaba-g20/  

24
 Japanese monetary subunit: 100 sen = 1 yen  

25
 AEC – ASEAN Economic Community. ASEAN was established on 8 August 1967 in Bangkok by the five original member 

countries: Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Brunei Darussalam joined on 8 January 1984, Vietnam on 

28 July 1995, Laos and Myanmar on 23 July 1997, and Cambodia on 30 April 1999. 

http://www.alibaba.com/
http://money.cnn.com/2016/09/02/technology/jack-ma-alibaba-g20/



