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A smaller, but happier country with increased mobility  
 

YU NODA 
（Japan age27） 

(full text) 
 

1. Introduction: what is wrong with Japan? 
-China surpassed Japan as the second largest economy.  
 

The news came out last month (August, 2010)[1], another sign of diminished 
relative importance of the Japanese economy in the world. Some might have lamented 
over it. Yes, our economy had been strong and enjoyed a great success. It would be nice if 
we can maintain the same growth forever. But that is impossible, and this trend shown 
in the news is inevitable. With continued decline population, a slight increase in GDP per 
capita is not enough to boost the GDP in total.[2] Japan is NOT No.1. Besides, GDP per 
capita was $38,600 in 2008, which was actually ranked at 31st.[3] The economy has not 
been specially strong, on per capita basis, from the beginning.  

However, that’s not the point. That’s not the gut of the issue the Japanese society 
is faced with. It is true that there are a number of serious problems both locally and 
globally; economic suffering, collapse of social security system in the aging society, the 
global challenge of climate change, and so forth. Although all of these are serious, and 
important, there is one more that is the most fundamental to the society: lack of the 
future vision.  

50 years ago, Japan was much poorer, and there were also many serious social 
issues, yet people had a great hope in the future. Now we became wealthy, wealthier 
than most counties, and can live in a safe, clean environment. In addition, the 
convenience in most cities has been greatly improved with well-organized public 
transportations. These successes should have made a happier society. Seemingly, it did 
not happen as we had anticipated.  

For every hundred thousand people, more than 36 are committing a suicide in 
Japan[4], which means the country loses 30,000 precious citizens every year. This rate (36 
per 100,000) is exceptionally high compared to other developed countries. (e.g., 11.8 for 
U.K. and 17.6 for U.S.) Lacking a bright vision for the future, a life is just filled with 
darkness no matter what you possess or how rich you are. With a limited length, this 
essay only scratch each of social problems, but it is devoted to introducing a possible 
future vision of Japan, a smaller but happier country. It also discusses how increasing the 
mobility of people, goods, money, and information can help us to move towards the vision.  
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2. A smaller, but happier country 
So can we have an encouraging vision for the future? It is obvious that mere 

extension of the past would not resolve this difficult situation. In short, the future Japan 
should have a smaller economic presence, but holding a unique presence in the global 
society as a country where people enjoy their full lifetime with the aid of the advanced 
technologies. Seniors can fully receive necessary medical support, while holding their 
dignity. They are more actively involved in the society than today, thus not considered as 
social burden, but as an important player. The size of manufacturing industry might be 
smaller, but the country generates new knowledge and advances the technology, putting 
the country at the forefront of science. Consequently, the sense of happiness is much 
greater. In the following sections, the required elements of such future are briefly 
discussed.  

2.1 A platinum society: science and technology, and social security 
As the discussions about designing brighter future of Japan have been active for 

years, some answers to such questions can be found in literature as well. A very 
well-summarized, comprehensive report on future vision of Japan is made by a joint 
working group of University of Tokyo and Mitsubishi Research Institute, Inc. (MRI)[5] If 
the ideas proposed in the report are virtually implemented, most of the concerns of the 
current situations of Japan would be resolved. The study in the report assumed several 
pre-conditions before envisioning the future design: population decline, aging society, 
relative decline of economic power in the world. Despite these apparently pessimistic 
conditions, the conclusion is still positive; the future, a smaller but happier country 
described earlier is possible. Three critical factors to determine the scenario are proposed, 
as summarized below in Table 1. Specific actions required to achieve the scenario are also 
included.  

Table 1. Key factors for the scenario and proposed actions [5] 
(summarized by the author) 

Key factors for the scenario Proposed actions  

a. Establishing the high-standard, low-cost 
safety net. 

From the simple pension to the 
comprehensive social security. 

b. Application of state-of-the-art technology 
(with emphasis on Robotics and Life 
sciences). 

Reform of educational systems. 
Shift of industrial structure. 
Shift of professional sense of workers. c. Energy revolution toward the society 

with low carbon footprint. 
 

Komiyama, the chairman of the MRI, proposed a term “Platinum society” to 
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describe this future vision.[6] He defined this vision as a product of opportunities in aging 
society (represented by the color silver, which is used to express seniors in Japanese) and 
the new green industry. These two factors correspond to a. and c. in Table 1, respectively, 
and b. (state-of-the-art technology) overlaps the both.  

Green industry is based upon the emerging technologies that can address the 
energy challenge and environmental issues. As a country with limited natural resources, 
Japan developed the strength in the energy technologies including ones for energy saving. 
We were also faced with local environmental pollution issues several decades ago, and 
have overcome most of them. These experiences and wisdoms can be the basis for our 
potential leadership in the 21st century, when the climate change and energy challenge 
becomes the high-priority global issues. Detailed discussions are beyond the scope of this 
essay and readers are referred to an essay by Kamila Pieczara in 2008.[7]  

2.2 Soft power: Italy in Asia, using a good brand image? 
Reforming the social security system, and strengthening the science and 

technology to develop green industries are the major drivers to transition. In addition to 
these attempts for a so-called platinum society, a positive and strong brand image is also 
critical. The term “soft power” introduced by Joseph Nye[8] has been well accepted in 
various fields of study, and it is definitely another key factor for a future success of Japan.  

In this regard, interestingly, there is a country Japan might look like in the 
future: Italy. Although Italy is not necessarily a complete success model, comparing the 
two country can be highly suggestive. An influential blogger, Chikirin, in a post on her 
blog, proposed several options for Japan as a country, and supported the model of Italy[9]. 
Chikirin envisions a country whose economy is only as big as 10th to 20th in the world. 
Therefore the economic presence in the global society would be limited. Meanwhile, it 
still attracts lots of people by virtue of plentiful cultural resources ranging from a very 
unique history to sophisticated food culture. It should be noted that Chikirin also 
mentioned some negative similarities such as frequent turmoil in domestic politics.  

Overall, one should see this as a positive model for the country. The power of 
“Bland Japan” can be a stable source of wealth. In the grand prize-winning essay of 
JFTC Essay Competition 2006 [10], Hauan thoroughly discussed the potential of Brand 
Japan, and emphasized the huge potential in Japanese culture and pop-culture such as 
“design, fashion, manga, anime, pop-music”. Strong manufacturing committed to high 
quality has been the main part of Brand Japan, but this is an additional new class of 
constituent of Brand Japan. Italy also possesses several globally well-known fashion 
brands and designers.   

Rich food culture, also similar to Italy, including both traditional and modern 
ones, is another potential strength of Brand Japan. Tokyo has 160,000 restaurants, much 
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greater than 25,000 in New York City and 13,000 in Paris[11], earning the most Michelin 
stars for a single guide.[12] All of these cultural resources can appeal to tourists from all 
over the world. 
 Lastly, one critical difference between Italy and Japan is the surrounding 
environment; Japan is in Asia where the most growth is expected in the next few decades. 
Establishing a strong partnership with Asian countries would be a necessary step to 
benefit from this advantage.  

3. Increased mobility to accelerate the change 
A future vision of a smaller but happier Japan is provided. Experts found the 

key factors to realize the scenario: a new comprehensive social security, the 
state-of-the-art technology, energy revolution, and maximizing Brand Japan. But little 
became reality yet. How should we speed the transition and effectively address all of 
these varied aspects? “Mobility” is one of the keywords. To transition from the current 
society in stagnation, mobility of people, goods, money, and information must be 
substantially enhanced. It would subsequently diversify the society. Diversified society is 
a solid foundation of dynamism, and of the capability to lead a change. Following sections 
discuss how we can accelerate the desired change by increasing mobility of each 
constituent of the society.  

3.1 People, especially students 
During the high-growth period of the Japanese economy from 1960s, and even 

until 80s, private companies used to be able to guarantee lifelong employment for most 
employees. A company could be seen as a class of family, and the loyalty of workers 
literally supported the growth of the economy. In that time, therefore, the relatively low 
mobility was desired, without having serious drawbacks.  

Today, however, lifelong employment is a myth. Insufficient mobility of human 
resources is now one of the most critical causes of the sense of social stagnation in Japan. 
As discussed in Section 2, the economic structure of the country needs to be shifted 
towards the greener industry and culture-driven business. It must become easier to 
change a job, start a new business, or go back to school to learn different expertise and 
professional skills. Unfortunately, most employed workers are not able to consider such 
options, due to the social circumstances and their own old mindsets.  

Recruitment activities start earlier than it is supposed to, and prevent 
engagement of young generation in newly emerging opportunities. Educational systems 
must be the main subject of a social reform, because it is where working force, future 
agent of mobility, will be produced. Although the emerging industry requires new sets of 
knowledge on science and technology, students might not be trained as much as 
necessary. A story from my personal experience tells the part of the situation.  
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Most of students who major science or engineering tend to continue their study 
to obtain master degree in a graduate school, before leaving school to get a job. Only a 
small fraction of them stays for Ph.D. The main reason is that companies need highly 
specialized knowledge or strong expertise beyond college education. Nevertheless, 
students need to start job hunting at the end of the first year of graduate school, 
sacrificing significant amount of time and effort that should be devoted to the study. It 
was highly doubtful to me that a master degree obtained under such circumstances is 
truly meaningful for my future career. Similarly, other fellow students might be, even 
unconsciously, aware that their future with such a degree is not secure at all, since they 
knew their decisions were made, in fact, just by following the majority of others. This is a 
clear example of undiversified societies, lacking a firm belief in the bright future.  

The sense of unease to stay there with little hope continued to grow in myself, 
and it finally made me determine to pursue a Ph.D. abroad. There are some concerns 
regarding the relatively low percentage of graduate students among those who study 
abroad (only 20% for Japanese in U.S, 71% for Chinese, and for Indian).[13] Some 
Japanese graduate students in U.S. recently founded an organization to assist college 
students in Japan who seeks to go abroad for a master or Ph. D.*1 Going to a graduate 
school overseas was merely one option that I happened to choose, but a greater number 
of students should consider broader, various options, which consequently enhances the 
mobility of young generation.  

For example, Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University (APU), located in the 
southern city of Beppu, Oita, is an interesting case that may suggest a future model of 
university in Japan. About the half of students enrolled are international students, and 
more than 40% of faculty members are from overseas as well.[14] An institution diversified 
like this would produce more students who are willing to cross the boarder, and to tackle 
the new challenges.  

3.2 Decentralization for increased mobility of goods and money 
Second, mobility of goods and money should also be encouraged. The pivotal 

transition for this goal is decentralization of governance. Governance has been 
exceedingly centralized in Tokyo through the past several decades. Tax revenue 
resources need to be transferred to the local prefectures, or broader provinces, allowing 
them to independently make necessary decisions on local policies, which now differ from 
one area to another.  

While Brand Japan, as shown previously, indicates the brand as a whole country, 
it consists of numerous constituents that originates in the diversified local cultural 
backgrounds. The concept of “creative city”[15] appropriately describes the direction a city 
should look toward. APU was founded in Oita, partly because it has plenty of resources 
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for tourism that attracts many foreigners, especially from Asian countries: relative 
proximity, moderate climate, hot springs, and so on. Food products from Miyazaki 
successfully became popular since the governor HIgashikokubaru strenuously advertised 
them. This is indicative of the economic potential of local products. Art can also be a very 
attractive resource to galvanize an area. An example is Setouchi International Art 
Festival 2010*2 currently held (July 19 – October 31, 2010) on several small islands in 
Seto Island Sea. There are only a few of many active attempts in local areas. 
Decentralization should urgently be realized so that a local government can implement 
its own ideas into reality, to be a creative city.  

A uniquely successful example of such can be found in Italy. Since the late 1970s, 
the Northeast and central region of Italy achieved fast economic growth. Most of the 
regions were considered rural areas, but a cluster started to form consisting of relatively 
small firms. They mostly specialized in art craft workshops and designing, generating 
globally competitive products that include textile, leather, ceramic tiles, and furniture. 
This was called “Third Italy” in contrast to the industrialized rich Northwest and the 
poor South.[16] Tuscany, Marche, and Umbria are some of the regions of “Third Italy”.  

Mobility of money has another aspect: individual financial assets. In Japan, 
individual financial assets is reported as much as ¥1,400 trillion, mainly as cash or 
savings.[17] This is almost three times greater than its GDP. It is highly desirable to shift 
individual financial assets from savings to investment, which could have a huge impact 
on the potential change of the society. But it must be wisely induced to focus on selected 
area of industry, corresponding to the vision discussed earlier. Here again, lack of faith in 
the future inhibits people from investing. Once the vision is well accepted among the 
majority of citizens, the mindsets can be shifted towards the positive and as a result, 
mobility of money should be enhanced.  

3.4 Information 
So far mobility of people, goods, and money has been discussed. What would be 

the driving force to simulate such mobility? Making the most of Information technology, 
or maximizing the mobility of information, is the most effective approach.  

Use of the Internet aids the acceleration of mobility, as exemplified by the effort 
to encourage college students mentioned in Section 3.1*1. By connecting people over a 
long distance instantly and facilitating the communication between different cultures, 
diverse options to choose become tangible. When they, graduate students in U.S., held an 
event at University of Tokyo for college students (July, 2010), they saw more than 300 
attendees. Young people are keenly aware of the urgency of the society. IT is a strong tool 
that effectively provides stimulus to people who can be agents for a change.  

Twitter is an emerging interesting social networking service (SNS). Opinions 
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seen on Twitter are often inconsistent with what major media report on newspapers or 
TV. It is more diverse and interactive, which can form a source of dynamism. In the near 
future, Twitter could be a main place to obtain news and information, thus it will have a 
greater influence on the society.  
 Locally produced high-value goods can be sold via online shopping, minimizing 
the cost of storage, real stores, and labors. The market online continues to grow, which 
may assist the move for decentralization. Green industry should also be integrated with 
IT as well. Particularly, energy-saving technology is inherently coupled with optimization 
by IT. Moreover, spreading useful information of green business and industry is of 
importance. Japan For Sustainability*, a non-profit organization located in Tokyo, 
specializes in such activities. It provides “information on developments and activities in 
Japan that lead toward sustainability.” It is mainly driven by more than a hundred of 
volunteers gathered online from all over the country. They are actively involved, with 
many fellow volunteers who they have met only online, in collecting latest news on green 
activities in business, editing articles, and publishing. Volunteers working for JFS might 
not necessarily be highly mobile virtually, but it helps diversifying the sense of jobs. 
Mobility of information means enjoying the fruit of latest IT, with speeding the mobility 
of other elements.  

4. Conclusion  

Japan’s future can be brightened with a well-designed vision, which is 
summarized as a smaller, but happier country. The key prerequisites to achieve the 
vision are (1) Establishing the high-standard, low-cost safety net to address aging society, 
(2) Application of state-of-the-art technology, and (3) Energy revolution toward the society 
with low carbon footprint. Besides, Brand Japan (Nature, food, history, pop-culture), as 
learned from Italy, must be strengthened as the main source of future wealth. Increasing 
mobility of people, goods, and money can accelerates such transition. Information 
technology is a powerful tool to enhance the mobility.  

After all, it is still undeniable that Japan is faced with serious difficulties. 
Nonetheless, I agree with Komiyama[6], arguing Japan is at the forefront of 
problem-holding countries (Kadai-Senshin-Koku) and it can take this as an opportunity 
to become the first problem-solving country (Kadai-Kaiketsu-Senshin-Koku).  
 



 

  8/9 

Reference: 
[1] The Associated Press (Aug. 16, 2010). “China Overtakes Japan in 2Q As No. 2 
Economy” URL: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IG2dtMZZos0, and NPR (Aug. 24, 
2010), “China's Highflying Economy Shows Signs Of Cooling” URL: 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=129386304 
[2] Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, the Statistics Bureau and the 
Director-General for Policy Planning. World statistics, chapter 3 (in Japanese)(第3章 国
民経済計算) URL: http://www.stat.go.jp/data/sekai/03.htm 
[3] United Nations Statistic Divisions, Indicators on income and economic activity. URL: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/products/socind/inc-eco.htm 
[4] Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. Statistics on suicide. (in Japanese) URL: 
http://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/saikin/hw/jinkou/tokusyu/suicide04/11.html  
[5] 東京大学・三菱総研未来社会研究チーム・ Proprius共同研究, “希望ある未来社会実現の

ために 今、何をすべきか” (in Japanese) URL: http://platinum.mri.co.jp/node/68 
[6] Nikkei Business online, from an interview article. (Jul. 2, 2010) (in Japanese) URL: 
http://business.nikkeibp.co.jp/article/topics/20100628/215177/ 
[7] Kamila Pieczara, “Reinforcing the Japanese Brand as Environmental Leader: The 
Role for Corporations” in JFTC Essay Competition 2008 (Prize for excellence). URL: 
http://www.jftc.or.jp/english/discourse/data2008/2008MsKamilaPieczara.pdf 
[8] Joseph Nye, “Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics” PublicAffairs, 2004.  
[9] Chikirinの日記 (May 14, and Jul. 30, 2010) (blog posts in Japanese) URL: 
http://d.hatena.ne.jp/Chikirin/20100514, and http://d.hatena.ne.jp/Chikirin/20100730 
[10] Erik Magnus Hauan, “The Potential of Brand Japan” in JFTC Essay Competition 
2006 (Grand Prize). URL: 
http://www.jftc.or.jp/english/discourse/data2006/2006MrErikMagnusHauan.pdf 
[11] New York Times (Feb. 24, 2008) “Michelin Gives Stars, but Tokyo Turns Up Nose” 
URL: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/24/business/worldbusiness/24guide.html?_r=1 
[12] Breitbart (Nov. 18, 2008) ”Tokyo shines with 227 Michelin stars” 
http://www.breitbart.com/article.php?id=081118082048.gcuvk5r7&show_article=1 
[13] Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science & Technology, 日本人の海外留学. (in 
Japanese) URL: 
http://www.mext.go.jp/b_menu/shingi/chukyo/chukyo4/houkoku/attach/1249709.htm 
[14] New York Times (Jun. 21, 2007) “Japan's universities fighting to attract students” 
URL: http://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/21/world/asia/21iht-japan.1.6254622.html 
[15] Charles Landry, “The Creative City: A Toolkit for Urban Innovators” Earthscan 
Publications Ltd., 2000.  
[16] United Nations Industrial Development Organization, “The UNIDO 
cluster/Network Development Programme: The Italian Experience of Industrial Districts” 



 

  9/9 

URL: http://www.unido.org/index.php?id=o4310 
[17] Bank of Japan, Individual financial assets. (in Japanese) URL: 
http://www.boj.or.jp/type/exp/seisaku/exphikaku.htm 
 
*1 米国大学院学生会, URL:http://gakuiryugaku.net/ 
*2 Setouchi International Art Festival, URL: http://setouchi-artfest.jp/en/about/ 
*3 Japan For Sustainability, URL: http://www.japanfs.org/en/ 


