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Literature reviews, workshops with a Japanese company, questionnaires, 
and interviews were conducted in order to identify these factors. The results 
showed that there are many common sustainability barriers between Japan 
and ‘western’ countries. In addition, there are some Distinctive Cultural 
Characteristics (DCCs) specific to Japan that have a significant impact on 
the success of an organization that wants to move towards sustainability. 

According to the findings, suggestions for sustainability practitioners are 
provided, which involve understanding the barriers and taking advantage of 
the DCCs in order to help the Japanese companies to move towards 
sustainability more effectively.
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Executive Summary

Introduction

The present research is focused on the country of Japan, and how 
sustainability efforts might be enhanced within the Japanese context. Japan 
is one of the world’s largest economies and one of the most advanced 
countries in the world, both in industry and technology. The Japanese 
companies play an important role in the success of Japanese society but 
also in the efforts of the country towards sustainability.

Many large Japanese companies have adopted more environmentally 
friendly practices but most of them still see sustainability measures as not 
part of the core policies and do not have a long-term vision based on 
sustainability. According to Bob Willard, these companies can be 
categorized as companies in Stage 3 of the “journey” towards sustainability 
and are different from companies in Stage 4 or 5 where sustainability is 
institutionalized and part of the key business strategies.

The purpose of this research is to explore and discover the national and 
organizational factors in the Japanese business context that are relevant for
the companies to move from stage 3 to stage 4. In other words, the purpose 
is to find distinctive cultural characteristics and the barriers that can hinder 
or facilitate the movement of Japanese companies towards sustainability. 
Based on this, the following research questions were established:

1. What are some common barriers for organizations to move 
strategically towards sustainability? Are these barriers also present 
in Japan? 

2. What are some national and organizational cultural characteristics in 
Japan that may be relevant in understanding the best strategy to 
support a large Japanese company to move towards sustainability?

3. Based on these findings, what suggestions can be given to change 
agents and external advisors in order to advance sustainability 
among Japanese companies?
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Methods

The Framework of Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was used as 
an analytical tool to investigate the research questions. It is based on five 
levels (System, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions and Tools) that are 
used for analysis, planning, and decision-making in complex systems. This 
research focuses primarily at the System level and would explore the 
barriers and cultural characteristics of Japanese context (System). The 
following the three methods were used in this thesis: 

Firstly, articles, scientific journals and books related to sustainability or 
organizational change were reviewed to discover sustainability and 
organizational change barriers present globally and specifically in Japan 
and to find out those Japanese cultural characteristics that might be 
positively relevant for sustainability.

Secondly, workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation were held in Japan 
where the ABCD process was carried out with the objective of obtaining 
information about the barriers and cultural characteristics present in that 
company by having direct and open conversations and reflections with the 
participants.

As the third step, according to the barriers and cultural characteristics found 
in the literature review and through the workshops, questionnaires were 
elaborated and delivered to people working with environmental issues or in 
CSR departments in large Japanese companies as well as to advisors in 
sustainability and organizational change in Japan. The purpose was to 
verify what barriers exist and to identify which barriers are more significant 
in Japan, and to obtain additional information. As a complementary process 
of the questionnaires, interviews were performed to some of those who 
answered the questionnaires in order to understand better the barriers, assets 
and DCCs.

According to the information obtained, it was possible to elaborate 
suggestions useful to people working with Japanese companies which want 
to move strategically towards sustainability. 

Results

Through the data collection described above, it was possible to elaborate a 
list of barriers for sustainability. Most of these barriers are common not 
only in Japan but in the western society as well. Other barriers are not 
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present in the western literature but appear in the Japanese business context.

Barriers for sustainability existing in Japan

Common Policy Barriers: 1) Lack of commitment to sustainability of 
higher levels government.

Common Information Barriers: 1) Lack of fundamental information or data 
on sustainability; 2) Weak education system for sustainability; 3) Absence 
of encouragement from the companies for voluntary employee participation.

Common Financial Barriers: 1) Lack of funds allocated for ‘sustainability’ 
initiatives; 2) Perception of a low return of financial/ time investment.

Common Planning/Strategy Barriers: 1) Companies do not incorporate 
sustainability in their vision and policies; 2) Companies do not have enough 
human resources and appropriate departments for sustainability. 3) 
Executives see sustainability as an isolated program and not as a part of the 
overall company strategy; 4) Companies design their strategy to resolve the 
symptomatic problems and not by focusing on fundamental problems.

Additional Barriers existing in Japan: 1) Language barriers; 2) Open 
dialogue barriers; 3) Companies do not make use of communication with 
stakeholders properly; 4) Difficulty of having related and partner 
companies understand importance of sustainability; 5) There are just a few 
NGOs that have attained the position of good partners for companies; 6)
Influence by conservative Japanese Business Unions.

Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCC) of Japanese society

There are some cultural characteristics unique to Japan that is relevant for a 
company to move towards sustainability.

National culture: 1) Homogeneity; 2) People are highly diligent; 3) High 
technology.

Organizational Culture: 1) Attitude to follow others; 2) Reliance and high 
expectation on authorities; 3) Strong reliance and pride on their past 
practices and accomplishment; 4) Strong loyalty to the company; 5) 
Hesitation to publish sustainability achievements; 6) Strong hierarchical 
structure; 7) Continuous rotation of job assignment for manager; 8) Long 
working hours; 9) Emphasis on team work; 10) Priority on making business 
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with peers group.

Suggestions

Based on the findings about barriers and DCCs, it was possible to shape 
some suggestions that would help in order to obtain better results when 
working with a Japanese company. These suggestions are: 1) Create a 
situation that gives managers an opportunity to speak about sustainability in 
their own words and see how other people reflect back about it; 2) Start to 
talk about the relationship between sustainability and their business in their 
own words and try to stimulate collaboration between top managers and 
colleagues; 3) Showing that companies must move towards sustainability 
and at the same time that it is possible in a financially reasonable way by 
using their business words; 4) Creating a time and space for open dialogue; 
5) Connecting underlying philosophy of Japanese companies to social 
contribution and sustainability; 6) Choosing case studies very carefully and 
providing cases of competitors about implementation of sustainability if 
possible; and 7) Offering concrete solutions for implementation of 
sustainability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results from this research showed that the sustainability barriers present 
in Japan are not different from the barriers in the rest of the world but there 
are some Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCC) that are relevant for an 
organization to move towards sustainability. These DCCs can act as 
barriers that hinder the implementation of sustainability measures, or as 
assets that can help the organizations to move towards sustainability. In 
fact, from the questionnaires it was evident that many people perceive some 
of those DCC as sustainability barriers within an organization. 

It was also discovered that commitment from top managers in the company 
is a key element to shift the whole organization towards sustainability. 
Actually, some of the DCCs could be assets for sustainability, especially 
when the top managers prioritize sustainability as a core strategy of the 
company in the long term. The education about sustainability is also a 
relevant aspect within the organizations. Many of the barriers for 
sustainability are directly or indirectly related to the lack of education; 
therefore there are many misconceptions that do not allow the organizations 
to understand the challenges and opportunities that the sustainability 
measures would bring.
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The FSSD can take a very important role to help external experts to lead 
Japanese organizations moving towards sustainability, because external 
experts could deal with the barriers in effective way with the FSSD; they 
can use the FSSD as help for education and as a lens when Japanese 
organizations select the tools in a strategic way.

The suggestions for change agents and external advisors given in this study, 
try to make use of the DCCs of Japanese societies and how they can be 
effective to support the transformation towards sustainability. The 
suggestions mainly aim to obtain the commitment from top managers and 
to institutionalize sustainability into organizations.

Further research

Further research about the DCCs in different countries and the relationship 
with the Sustainability Principles could provide a better understanding on 
what cultural aspects should be emphasized or avoided to encourage 
organizations towards sustainability.

Research on how to attain commitment from top managers of large 
Japanese companies to sustainability is also needed, such as studies on how 
to inspire or what case studies could work to convince top managers.  How 
change agents could help to encourage top managers to commit to 
sustainability would also be useful.
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1 Introduction

1.1 The Sustainability Problem and 
Challenge

In today’s world it is clear that society is facing environmental and social 
challenges that are affecting the natural cycles in ecosystems and causing 
important social problems in the entire world, seriously compromising its 
continuity in the future (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005). These 
problems are derived from the way societies are designed.  

Some of the most important symptoms of unsustainability, such as climate 
change, are caused mainly by the systematic increase in the concentration 
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere due to human activity (Solomon et 
al. 2007; McMullen and Jabbour 2009; Leal Filho 2009). It leads to some 
effects such as global warming, ozone layer depletion, change in social and 
economical conditions of people and some consequences such as 
deterioration of agriculture, sea level rise, and increasing number of natural 
disasters (Leal Filho 2009). The degradation of ecosystems has increased 
dramatically due to a raise of the demand for ecosystems services such as 
food, water, fuel, fibre and timber (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
2005). The waste, such as emissions (e.g. gases and solid particles) and 
residual compounds (e.g. inorganic chemicals and heavy metals) produced 
by society are increasingly accumulating in nature, polluting air, soil and 
water (United Nations Environment Programme 2009; Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment 2005; Solomon et al. 2007). The more the 
population increases, the bigger these problems become, and at the same 
time the gap between rich and poor is widening, undermining more and 
more the people’s capacity to meet their basic human needs.

This unsustainable development of current society can be represented by 
the “funnel metaphor” (See Figure 1.1), where society is represented 
entering into a funnel in which the natural resources and people’s ability to 
meet their needs are decreasing and at the same time, pollution and 
population are increasing. This creates a situation where, as time continues, 
it becomes more and more difficult to fulfil the demand from people to 
have basic living conditions and obtain the services from nature, and where 
also the space to decide on options and walk towards sustainability is 
becoming narrower (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).
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Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor (Adapted from Robèrt et al. 2007and Ny 
et al. 2006)

The problem of unsustainability is not only that people have all these 
problems. The problem is also that these problems would continue and 
would become worse and worse if the society continues with the same 
paradigm and same practices.

According to this representation, the organizations have to focus their 
operations and strategies towards “opening the funnel” and avoiding 
“hitting the walls”, otherwise, they would lose not only competitiveness in 
the market but also the entire industry might suffer a huge collapse (Robèrt 
2000; Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).

Holmberg and Robèrt (2000) point out some ways in which the walls of the 
funnel can appear in reality: 

• higher cost for resources and pollution 
• stricter environmental legislations 
• more environmentally concerned customers
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• tougher competition from competitors who invest towards opening 
the walls.   

The big challenge that society faces to move towards the sustainable state 
requires a shift of paradigm, how human society operates as a system, 
which in turn requires to identify the factors that are making the things 
worse and worse every day and then try to be a sustainable society even 
though it still is expected to have some negative environmental and social 
impacts. After that, society can start to be “restorative” and “open” the 
walls of the funnel which means for example reverting pollution in lakes 
and rivers, restore ecosystems, improve the social and economical situation
of people, etc. (Robèrt et al. 2007).      

The problem of unsustainability is a complex and global issue. This is why 
it is important that all the sectors of society (e.g. government, communities, 
private companies, public, education intuitions, etc.) start to act 
strategically to change the current path and ensure a sustainable world in 
the future. 

1.2 Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD)

A Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was derived 
from the Generic Five Level Framework, a framework used for strategic 
planning and analysing in complex systems. Its creation was spurred by Dr. 
Karl-Henrik Robèrt, a Swedish doctor and founder of The Natural Step 
(TNS), a non-profit organization that, in conjunction with scientist and 
consultants worldwide, has supported and developed the FSSD (Robèrt 
1994; Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; The Natural Step 2010a; Waldron et al. 
2008; Robèrt 2000). It has been tested, applied, and refined through the past 
20 years.

The Generic Five Level Framework is structured in five different levels to 
be applied to any complex system where a success is the final objective. It 
is a tool that takes a holistic perspective of the system and facilitates the 
analysis of the system and its different elements (Robèrt 1994; Robèrt 
2000; Waldron et al. 2008).
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Table 1.1. The Five Level Framework for Generic Planning (Waldron et al. 
2008).

Level Generic Five Level Framework for Generic Planning

System Any system or set of variables relevant to the goal that is 
wanted to be achieved.

Success Any goal that is wanted to be achieved

Strategic 
Guidelines

The strategic principles for selecting actions to achieve 
the goal

-Backcasting from Success
-Step-by-step while ensuring influx of resources
-Any other consideration

Actions Actions needed to achieve the goal

Tools Tools that support in achieving the goal

The FSSD is the adaptation of the Generic Five Level Framework applied 
to the “society in the ecosphere” (System level) to achieve “global 
sustainability” (Success level). The FSSD establishes basic Sustainability 
Principles, and strategic guidelines (backcasting from Sustainability 
Principles) to give direction towards sustainability by selecting the most 
suitable actions and tools (Robèrt 2000; Waldron et al. 2008).

The FSSD can be used to guide planning and decision-making in any 
organization to move strategically towards sustainability within the 
organization’s unique context as well as the global socio-ecological system.  
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Table 1.2. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (Waldron et 
al. 2008).  

Level
Planning for 

Sustainability – Global 
Society in the Ecosphere

Planning for Sustainability –
Specific Entity

System
Society within the ecosphere 
including the social and 
ecological laws/rules/norms that 
govern this system.

Entity (e.g. organization, project, etc.) 
within society in the ecosphere, along 
with all the organizational, social, and 
ecological laws/rules/norms that 
govern the system.

Success

Society within the Ecosphere 
compliant with the conditions for 
socio-ecological sustainability 
(i.e. the Four Basic Sustainability 
Principles).

(i) Organizational Vision or activity-
specific goals 
(ii) Sustainability Principles: the 
elimination of contribution to 
violations of the sustainable principles 
(iii) A whole-systems view of global 
sustainability.

Strategic 
Guidelines

Backcasting from Success for 
socio-ecological sustainability 
and the associated three 
prioritization questions as a 
minimum: a) Will the action 
brings the project/organizations 
and society closer to success? b) 
Will the action serve as a flexible 
platform for future steps towards 
success? c) Will the action 
generate enough resources for the 
continuation of the process?

- Backcasting from (i) within 
constraints of (ii), recognising (iii) 
(listed above). 
- 3 prioritization questions for 
sustainability 
- Other guidelines to select actions 
that help achieve organizational or 
activity-specific goals.

Actions
The actions that help move the 
global socio-ecological system 
towards Success.

The actions that help move the entity 
(e.g. organization) towards 
compliance with Success AND global 
sustainability.

Tools
The tools that support efforts to 
achieve global sustainability.

The tools that help move the 
organization towards compliance with 
stated goals AND global sustainability

The FSSD can be used not only for planning in complex system but also as 
an analytical tool to study an existing human system (such as an 
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organization). It helps to understand the system’s weaknesses and strengths 
and what is affecting that system when taking efforts towards sustainability 
(Waldron et al. 2008).  

1.2.1 Sustainability Principles 

The Success Level of the FSSD is based on four science based 
Sustainability Principles which give the basic constraints in which the 
society must be in order to be sustainable. The first three principles are 
related to the way nature and ecosystems can be destroyed or degraded and 
the fourth principle is about the society and how the capacity of human to 
meet their needs can be undermined. In both cases, a “not” in those basic 
mechanisms for destruction can serve as boundary conditions for re-design 
of organizations/sectors/projects to become socially and ecologically 
sustainable.

The four Sustainability Principles are stated below:

In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing...

I...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust,

II...concentrations of substances produced by society,

III...degradation by physical means

In that society...

IV...people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs. 

(Robèrt 1994; Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006)

1.2.2 Backcasting from Success

Backcasting is a term coined by Dr. John Robinson, and generally refers to 
the process of setting a future goal or picture of success in order to consider 
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how to move towards it (Robinson 1990). Backcasting differs from 
forecasting as the latter is based on recognizing the problems and then 
planning within the current trends to find solutions to those problems. 

Backcasting is a methodology that is useful when (Dreborg 1996):

• The problem to be studied is complex.
• There is a need for major change.
• Dominant trends are part of the problem.
• The problem to a great extent is a matter of externalities.
• The scope is wide enough and the time horizon long enough to 

leave considerable room for deliberate choice.

Backcasting from principles of success is a methodology used in the 
Strategic Guidelines Level of the FSSD where a desired success (i.e. 
sustainability) is envisioned in the future and from there, one “goes back” 
to the present to analyse and implement actions which need to be taken in 
order to achieve that Success (Robèrt 2000; Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).

Backcasting from principles of sustainability or Sustainability Principles is 
used in the FSSD where the desired success is defined and envisioned as a 
society or organization in compliance with the four Sustainability Principles 
explained in Section 1.2.1. From that vision of success, the organizations 
create a plan in the present to take actions that will allow them to perform 
within the constraint of the four Sustainability Principles. This means that 
all their operations or activities have to be done with the objective to not 
contribute to violate any of the Sustainability Principles (Robèrt 1994; 
Holmberg and Robèrt 2000)

This method is more practical and intuitive for real-life planning. The 
reason is that nobody can look into the future, so simplistic images of 
desired futures are neither reliable, nor easy to agree on across sectors and 
disciplines and departments of organizations. Robust principled definitions 
of success however, allow for open ended and yet very strict dialogues and 
step-wise approaches without pre-mature “locking on targets” at the level 
of detail. It resembles the game chess (when a robust definition of success –
principles of check mate – guides the game) and allows a focus on detecting 
early moves or investments that are flexible with regard to optional 
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forthcoming investments towards compliance with the check-
mate/Sustainability Principles.

By using Backcasting from principle of success it is possible to handle the 
sustainability problem in a more systematic and open-ended way and make 
inter-disciplinary and cross-sector cooperation more effective (Holmberg 
and Robèrt 2000).

1.2.3 The ABCD Process

The ABCD process is a tool used to implement “backcasting from basic 
principles of Success” used in the FSSD. It is especially useful when trying 
to engage organizations (companies, communities, etc.) around a 
collaborative planning process. It consists of four steps that provide a 
systematic way for the organization to achieve the success (Ny et al. 2006; 
Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).

A-Awareness: Sharing and discussing with all the participants about the 
framework, including the four Sustainability Principles, the funnel 
metaphor, and explain the importance of organizations of being part of the 
solution rather than the problem. It is important to determine what the 
organization sees as its own Success in the future, and develops its own 
‘personal’ vision within the Sustainability Principle constraints.

B-Baseline: An assessment of the current practices of the organization 
against the vision within the four Sustainability Principles to discover what 
the current challenges and assets are, from a success point of view.

C-Creating solutions: A list of brainstormed solutions that the organization 
could possibly do in order to reach its vision and eventually comply with 
the four Sustainability Principles.

D-Decide on priorities: Prioritized measures from step C, based on three 
prioritization questions: a) does the measure move the organization in the 
right direction with respect to the vision within the Sustainability 
Principles? b) Does the measure provide a “flexible platform” for further 
steps? Lastly, c) is the measure likely to generate a sufficient return on 
investment in order to seed future investments or initiatives? (Ny et al. 
2006; The Natural Step 2008). See Figure 1.2.
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Figure 1.2. ABCD process for “Backcasting from basic principles of 
Success” (The Natural Step 2008)

1.3 An Overview of Japan

In this study, the authors have chosen to focus their work on the country of 
Japan, and how sustainability efforts might be enhanced within the 
Japanese context. Japan, located in Eastern Asia, is comprised of 4 major 
island and 6,848 smaller islands, with a total area of 377,921 square meters. 
Its population in July 2009 was estimated in more than 127 million 
inhabitants (Central Intelligence Agency 2010).

Japan is the world’s third largest economy, measured on Purchasing Power 
Parity (PPP)1 basis, behind United States and China and second, measured 
by official exchange rates, just behind United States. Japan’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) at PPP in 2009 was US$ 4.141 trillion, ranking 

  

1 Purchasing Power Parity (PPP): Currency conversion rates that eliminate the differences 
in price levels between countries in the process of conversion (OECD 2010).
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No. 4 in the world (Central Intelligence Agency 2010). The GDP 
composition by sector in 2009 was 1.6% for primary industry (agriculture, 
fishery and forestry) 23.1% for industry (mining, construction and 
manufacturing) and 75.4% for services (such as transportation, 
communication, trading, education, real state, etc.) (Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Communications of Japan 2009; Central Intelligence Agency 
2010).

Japan is one of the most advanced countries in the world, in terms of both 
industry and technology. It is among the world’s largest and technologically 
advanced producers of motor vehicles, machine tools, metals, chemicals, 
electronic equipment and processed food (Central Intelligence Agency 
2010). 

Japan ranks second among major industrialized countries, behind United 
States, in terms of expenditure on science and technology, with expenditure 
in Research and Development (R&D) in 2007 equivalent to 3.67% of 
Japan’s GDP (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications of Japan 
2009). Japan has produced thirteen Nobel Prize laureates in the fields of 
physics, chemistry and medicine (Kyoto University 2010); it is ranked first 
in the world according to the number of Patent Applications (500,034 in 
2008) in the World Intellectual Property Organization (World Intellectual 
Property Organization 2009). Japan produced 54% of the robots used for 
industry worldwide by 2000 (United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe 2000) and is the world largest producer of automobiles with more 
than 11 million units in 2008 (International Organization of Motor Vehicle 
Manufacturers 2008). 

However, to maintain this highly industrialized and technologically 
advanced system working properly, huge efforts and activities have to be 
done, which are not aligned with sustainability. Japan ranks fourth and fifth 
in the world in oil and natural gas consumption, respectively (Central 
Intelligence Agency 2010) and the energy consumption has increased 
almost consistently in the last 25 years (Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications of Japan 2009), contributing to the increase of Carbon 
Dioxide in the atmosphere; Japan’s total Carbon Dioxide emissions 
increased 14.0% from 1990 to 2007 (Ministry of the Environment, Japan 
2009).

Although Japan has implemented some effective measures to reduce the 
environmental impact, there are still some weak points. The Organization 
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for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) wrote an 
Environmental Performance report for Japan in 2002 to determine the 
extent to which Japan's domestic objectives and international commitments 
have been met (See Appendix A: a table showing some of those points that 
need to be improved according to the type of agreement).

1.4 Japanese Companies

The successful economy of Japan is due in part to the great performance of 
its companies. Japan is home of many internationally recognized companies 
with a big impact in global society, such as Sony, Toyota, Honda, 
Panasonic and Mitsubishi Similarly, 326 Japanese companies are in the list 
of Forbes Global 2000 of the world’s biggest companies, having 11 among 
the first 100 (as to April 2009), which are Toyota Motor, Mitsubishi UFJ 
Financial, Nippon Telegraph & Tel., Honda Motor, Sumitomo Mitsui 
Financial, Mizuho Financial, Mitsubishi Corporation, Sony, Nissan Motor, 
Panasonic and Mitsui & Co.(Forbes 2009).

Many Japanese companies have tried to be ‘eco friendly’ mostly with 
incremental and continuous improvements. Actually many Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) reports and sustainability reports of Japanese 
companies discuss about “sustainability”, “eco-friendly”, “contribution to 
society”, and “eco- value”, in fact, one study says that in 67.8% of CSR 
and/or sustainability reports from 400 samples, executives mentioned about 
sustainability (General Press Corporation 2009), and they might be trying to 
deal with sustainability issues to some degree.

On the other hand, Nippon Keidanren, the strongest and most important 
business union in Japan, still puts high priority on keeping international 
competitiveness regardless of sustainability. They have kept resisting 
environmental tax and emission trading since they are afraid of losing 
international competence and of bad effect on employment (Nippon 
Keidanren 2009). 

Moreover, they suggested, together with other foreign large business 
unions, that climate change negotiations should not cause impediments to 
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free and open market (Institute for 21st Century Energy 2009), that each 
country’s negotiators for COP 152 should commit to a clear and predictable 
strategy (Major Economies Business Forum 2009). They seem to rely on 
prediction by forecasting without addressing the limitation of the 
environment. They seem to resort to current paradigm, which have caused 
problems until now, rather than on solid framework of sustainability with 
backcasting.

The fact above suggests that many companies still see the cost for moving 
towards sustainability to be much bigger than the cost that they may have to 
pay in the future when they do not do anything for sustainability timely. It 
is possible that the companies began to understand that they have to change,
but they have not yet moved or have tried to do something within the 
traditional paradigm giving only partial or superficial solutions and would 
not solve the problem in the long term.

The implementation of sustainability as a long-term strategy or a 
framework for sustainability is not common among Japanese companies 
and this is reflected for example in the small number of private companies 
that have worked with The Natural Step Japan. Only three (Panasonic, 
Sekisui House Co. and Mos Food Co.) have engaged in long-term 
relationships, and basically have only requested TNS Japan as a third party 
commenter (The Natural Step 2010b).

All these facts indicate that in general Japanese organizations make efforts 
trying to mitigate some environmental problems, obtain some cost savings, 
and invest in corporate responsibility measures, but they do not recognize 
sustainability as a priority issue and do not appear to have adopted a long-
term strategy or vision based on the Sustainability Principles. 

If the authors assess Japanese companies with categories found in literature, 
the authors could examine their commitment to sustainability. According to 
Bob Willard’s Sustainability Stages (See Table 1.3) (Willard 2005), the 
authors deduce from the information above that most large Japanese 

  

2 COP15: The United Nations Climate Change Conference held in Copenhagen in 2009, 
which was comprised, among others, of the Fifteenth session of the Conference of the 
Parties (COP 15) (UNFCCC)
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companies3 would fall in Stage 3, “Beyond Compliance” at best, where the 
company recognizes the advantages of environmental and corporate social 
responsibility practices, yet sustainability initiatives are still isolated in 
special departments and not institutionalized (Willard 2005). 

Table 1.3. Sustainability Stages (Willard 2005).  

Stage Description

Stage 1: Pre-
Compliance

Company feels no obligation beyond profits. It ignores 
sustainability and actively fights against related 
regulations.

Stage 2: 
Compliance

The company manages its liabilities by obeying the law 
and all labor, environmental, health, and safety 
regulations. Emerging environmental and philanthropic 
social actions are treated as costs, projects are retrofits, 
and CSR is given lip service.

Stage 3: 
Beyond 

Compliance

Company realizes it can save expenses with operational 
eco-efficiencies, cleaner processes and better waste 
management and recognizes community investment a
social marketing can enhance reputation and help 
maximize shareholder value. However, sustainability 
initiatives are marginalized in specialized departments, 
not built in and institutionalized.

Stage 4: 
Integrated 
Strategy

The company transforms itself. It becomes a company 
committed to sustainability and integrates sustainability 
with key business strategies. Instead of costs and risks, it 
sees investments and opportunities. It makes cleaner 
products, applies eco-effectiveness and life-cycle 
stewardship, and enjoys competitive advantage from 
sustainability initiatives.

  

3 For the purpose of this research, Japanese large companies or organizations are the ones 
that are present in the first and the second section of Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya Exchange 
Market and whose employees are more than 500 people. (Tokyo Stock Exchange)
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Stage 5: 
Purpose & 

Passion

The company has a passionate, values-based 
commitment to improving the well being of the 
company, society, and the environment. It helps to build 
a better world because it is the right thing to do.

For this research, the authors considered that the companies in stage 4 or 5 
are the ones that have integrated the concept of sustainability and vision; 
therefore they are “committed to sustainability”. The companies are 
considered to be in stage 3, even though they seem to use the word 
“sustainability” in their company visions, if they cannot explain the 
definition of sustainability or set the measure of their progress towards 
sustainability. 

The authors consider Japanese industrial society as very influencing in the 
entire world, mainly for the global prestige and presence of its 
multinationals companies, and which has a high potential to be a leverage 
point to help the global industrial society to move strategically towards the 
sustainability state. This fact was a driver or motivation for the authors to 
work on this thesis project.

1.4.1 Mitsubishi Corporation 

Mitsubishi Corporation is Japan's largest general trading company (Sogo 
Shosha) with more than 200 bases of operations in approximately 80 
countries worldwide. With over 500 group companies and affiliates, its 
multinational workforce, including that of consolidated subsidiaries and 
equity-method affiliates, is approximately 60,000 people. (Mitsubishi 
Corporation 2010a). Mitsubishi Corporation is ranked seventy-third in the 
list of Forbes Global 2000 (Forbes 2009).

Mitsubishi Corporation does not stand for the whole of Mitsubishi 
companies but rather, is part of the Mitsubishi Group formed by many 
companies that share a common origin (Mitsubishi Trading Company) but 
independent to each other. Some of the companies in the Mitsubishi Group 
besides Mitsubishi Corporation are: Mitsubishi Motors Corporation, 
Mitsubishi Heavy Industries Ltd., Mitsubishi Electric Corporation, Nikon 
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Corporation, Kirin Brewery Co. Ltd., and others. (Mitsubishi Corporation 
2010b)

The Business Model of Sogo Shoshas, such as Mitsubishi Corporation, is a 
cycling approach of creating “new businesses” based on information gained 
through trading while applying knowledge and know-how in the long-term. 
Mitsubishi Corporation acts both as a consulting and investment firm, but 
the first applies knowledge and know-how piece by piece focusing on the 
short term and the latter focuses on using knowledge and know-how to 
recover the initial investment in the short to medium term. (Mitsubishi 
Corporation 2009; Fujiyama 2006).

Mitsubishi Corporation has six Business Groups with operations in five 
continents in virtually every industry (See Appendix B for details of each 
group):

1. Industrial Finance, Logistics & Development Group   
2. Energy Business Group 
3. Metals Group 
4. Machinery Group 
5. Chemicals Group 
6. Living Essentials Group  
(Mitsubishi Corporation 2010a)

They also have Business Service Group and Global Environment Business 
Development Group controlled directly by the chief executive. (Mitsubishi 
Corporation 2010a)

The authors obtained the opportunity to work with Mitsubishi Corporation 
and have some workshops with staff people. The reason why the authors 
worked with Mitsubishi Corporation is because it is one of the largest and 
strongest companies in Japan and they consider it has a big impact and 
influence not only in Japanese society but also in the rest of the world due 
to its operations cover practically all the sectors of industry.  By working 
with that company the authors could explore the opportunity of introducing 
the FSSD through having the participants simulate the application of its 
strategic sustainable development approach to its business. This opportunity 
gave the authors an excellent case study to work with during the research.
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1.5 Purpose of the Research

This research seeks to identify the national and organizational factors in 
Japan, which would help change agents and external advisors who are 
working with Japanese companies in order to make the shift from stage 3 to 
4 (according to Willard 2005) more effective. In order to do this, first it is 
necessary to identify factors that hinder or facilitate in moving Japanese 
companies strategically towards sustainability. These factors can be 
barriers4 for sustainability and Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCCs)5

that can be an impediment, or be assets6 to move towards sustainability. 

This study also aims to find if those barriers are basically the same with 
those all the companies in the world are facing, or if there are some barriers 
specific to the Japanese context. 

Thus, a better understanding at the system level of the FSSD (specifically 
Japanese culture, both national and organizational) can help facilitate a 
more strategic approach to sustainability engagements. First it is necessary 
to identify and understand not only the current barriers or hurdles that 
organization face when trying to incorporate sustainability, but also the 
distinctive cultural characteristics (DCCs). Using this knowledge, the 
authors could provide external advisors with suggestions on how to proceed 
when working with Japanese organizations towards sustainability, which 
corresponds to Action and Tool levels of the FSSD. The Table 1.4 shows 
the five levels of the FSSD applied to the research problem.

  

4 Barriers are defined as any internal or external obstacle that prevents the companies to 
move towards sustainability.

5 Distinctive Cultural Characteristics: Are all the characteristics that define and 
differentiate a certain culture from others.

6 Assets are defined as everything that is useful or could support the movement of 
companies towards sustainability.
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Table 1.4. The FSSD applied to the research problem (Waldron et al. 
2008).  

Level Description What study would 
explore

System 
Level

Japanese organizations in 
society in the ecosphere. 
Including the social and 
ecological laws/rules/norms 
which govern this system

What do people need to 
know about the Japanese 
national and 
organizational culture?

• Common barriers
• Distinctive 

Cultural 
Characteristics 
(DCC)

Success 
Level

Sustainable Japanese 
organizations (i.e. one that is 
reaching its organizational 
vision while not contributing to 
unsustainability). 

(Here the authors
hypothetically assume an 
organization wishes to 
achieve a sustainable 
future.)

Strategic 
Guidelines 

Level

Backcasting from Success, 
being strategic with decisions, 
removing barriers and making 
use of the assets in order to 
move Japanese organizations 
strategically towards 
sustainability. 

Based on the
understanding of the 
system, what guidance 
can the authors give to 
ensure a strategic 
approach to remove 
barriers and exploit 
assets?

Actions 
Level

Actions that would help 
Japanese organizations to be 
sustainable. 

Tools Level Tools to carry out, and assess if 
the actions are in fact, helping 
to move Japanese organizations 
towards sustainability.

According to the findings, some important points are to be identified and 
suggestions or recommendations would be given mainly for external 
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advisors from outside of Japan in order to overcome some of the barriers to 
help, encourage, and change the organizations to start implementing 
sustainability strategies.

1.6 Scope and Limitations 

The scope of this research is the situation of Japanese organization 
regarding sustainability. As mentioned above, barriers, assets and 
Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCCs) in Japan to move Japanese 
companies towards sustainability are identified along with some critical tips 
for external advisors who work with Japanese companies. The findings 
would be applicable for large Japanese organizations.

However, this research focuses on Japanese situation, so that the tips and 
many of the findings may not be useful for external advisors to help 
companies in other countries. Research on differences in situations between 
Japan and other countries would be needed for valuable suggestion for the 
external advisors.

Mitsubishi Corporation is a trading company; therefore, the findings from 
the workshops could not be applicable to other businesses such as 
manufacturing companies due to the different nature of their operations. 

1.7 Research Questions 

1. What are some common barriers for organizations to move 
strategically towards sustainability? Are these barriers also present 
in Japan?

2. What are some national and organizational cultural characteristics in 
Japan that may be relevant in understanding the best strategy to 
support a large Japanese company to move towards sustainability? 

3. Based on these findings, what suggestions can be given to change 
agents and external advisors in order to advance sustainability 
among Japanese companies?
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2 Methods

The process of the research includes conducting literature review, holding 
workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation, conducting questionnaires, and 
interviewing.

Firstly, articles, scientific journals and books related to barriers for change 
from a ‘western’ point of view were searched. The reason why the authors
did not investigate articles, scientific journals and books written in Japanese 
is that perspective from outside might provide new findings. Papers written 
in Japanese are usually written by Japanese persons and Japanese culture is 
relatively natural for them. By using results of researches from western 
point of view, the authors wanted to compensate perspectives that could not 
be obtained only from the sources on the view of western culture. The 
perspectives would help external advisors.

On the other hand, the reason why the authors had to go to Japan and do 
workshops with an actual Japanese company is obtaining the first hand 
experience about barriers, assets and cultural characteristics for 
sustainability present in that company by having direct and open 
conversations and reflections with the participants

As the next step, questionnaires were made in Japanese (Translation of the 
questionnaires is shown in Appendix C) and sent to the specialists as stated 
at Section 2.2.1, in order to understand whether the findings are relevant as 
cultural aspects, barriers and assets existing in Japan. Then, suggestions for 
external advisors were made based on the findings and, finally, interviews 
were conducted to understand more about barriers, assets and DCCs.

2.1 The FSSD as an analytical tool

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was used as
an analytical tool to investigate and understand the current gaps or 
challenges with Japanese companies and sustainability, and evaluate the 
solutions to these gaps and challenges (See Table 1.4).
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The focus of this research is on the first (System) level (see Section 1.5), 
which is focused on understanding the social characteristics (specifically 
Japanese national and organizational cultural characteristics).

2.2 Information Gathering 

2.2.1 Research Question 1

Literature Review. An extensive literature review was carried out with the 
objective of discovering and understanding the barriers that affect 
organizations when trying to implement sustainability measures. 

To do this, articles, scientific journals and books about barriers to 
implementation of sustainability measures and organizational change 
globally were reviewed. 

The sources of information were Database searches via Blekinge Institute 
of Technology (BTH) electronic library service, Library research at BTH, 
and Internet research.

Workshop with Japanese Company. 5 workshops of about 3 hours each 
were held in Japan for a total of 18 hours, with 2 staff members of 
Mitsubishi Corporation. Before having the workshops, information about 
the Mitsubishi Corporation activities were studied to have a thorough 
understanding of their current operations and policies. During the 
workshops, the ABCD process was carried out with the purpose of 
obtaining information about the barriers present in that company by direct 
and open dialogue with the participants. 

As to details of the ABCD process, basic information about the FSSD such 
as system thinking, sustainability challenge and the funnel metaphor, 
Sustainability Principles, backcasting from Sustainability Principles and so 
on, was introduced at the A step. Then, at the B step, current reality of the 
company was analysed, through discussion with the staff of Mitsubishi 
Corporation, based on barriers obtained through literature review, 
Sustainability Principles and relationship between stakeholders. After that, 
the participants drew their vision in frame of Sustainability Principles and 
brainstormed compelling measures at C step. Some of the compelling 
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measures were selected with three prioritization questions at D step and an 
action plan for sustainability was created.

The workshops preceded mainly with getting opinions from the participants 
and letting them think rather than inputting knowledge. Regarding barriers, 
the barriers discovered by the literature review were tested in B step as was 
written, and some more barriers were found at the step as the participants 
simulated implementation of the FSSD and explained some possible 
difficulty to it.

Questionnaires & Interviews. Questionnaires were elaborated according to 
the barriers found by literature review and workshops, with the purpose of 
verifying whether the barriers existed in Japan or not and of finding other 
barriers. The questionnaires were sent to 55 people, who the authors
categorized into “change agents” 7 and “external advisors” 8. There are 2
sets of respondents to the questionnaires. 1) 15 change agents, most of them 
working in environmental, CSR divisions or planning departments of 
Japanese large companies.  2) 20 experts in sustainability or organizational 
change with experience in many fields and in many organizations in Japan. 
Most respondents requested to remain anonymous.  The authors examined 
how many percentages of the respondents’ thought that the barriers truly 
existed in Japan together with looking into difference of answers between 
change agents and external advisors. After analyzing the results, 7 of them -
2 external advisors and 5 change agents - were interviewed further to obtain 
detailed information about the barriers, assets and DCCs. Refer to 
Appendix C to see the questionnaires and Appendix D to see a list of 
interviewees.

Expected Results. It was expected to find information about the barriers 
present globally and barriers existing in Japan. With the results from the 

  

7 Change agent is defined as any person working in the CSR or Environment Department 
or any other department of the company, who is interested in promoting a change of 
paradigm and move the company towards sustainability.

8 External advisor is defined as any sustainability or organizational change expert who 
encourages a company from outside. e.g. the facilitators of TNS Japan and the members of 
Society of Organizational Learning Japan.
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questionnaires and interview, it was also expected to have a broader idea of 
the most significant or strongest barriers and assets present in Japan.

2.2.2 Research Question 2

Literature Review. A literature review was carried out to find information 
about the cultural characteristics in Japan that could affect somehow the 
implementation of sustainability within the organizations. Articles, 
scientific journals and books about national and organizational culture 
characteristics in Japan were reviewed. The sources of information were the 
same as mentioned 2.2.1.

Workshop with Japanese Company. During the same workshops described 
above, some cultural characteristics were discovered by open discussion 
with the participants and observation. The authors found, with listening to 
their statement about cultural aspects of Japan, what characteristics of 
Japanese people and organizations make the adaptation of sustainability 
easier or more difficult in the organization. In other words, the authors
searched for DCCs that could be perceived as barriers or assets for 
sustainability.

Questionnaires & Interviews. Regarding the way to make use of the 
questionnaires and interviews for research question 2, the same process as 
that of research question 1 was gone through. The questionnaires were sent 
to the change agents and external advisors to test whether DCCs truly 
existed in Japan or not and whether they were barriers or not. The authors
asked opinions about how DCCs could work well for sustainability as well. 
Finally, interviews were done, following analysis of the questionnaires, to 
know how to make the most of DCCs.

Expected Results. It was expected to find a list of Distinctive Cultural 
Characteristics (DCC) of Japan and that this could help understand what 
could be important to know for encouraging Japanese organizations to 
move towards sustainability effectively.  



23

2.2.3 Research Question 3

The results of research question 1 and 2 considerably contributed to 
answering this research question. Analysis of the questionnaires and 
interviews gave the authors some degree of understanding of what were the 
most significant barriers, assets and DCCs for Japanese companies to move 
towards sustainability. The questionnaires and interviews also let the 
authors find other barriers, assets and DCCs that had not been found 
through literature review. These findings are also important as leverage 
points for Japanese companies to move towards sustainability.

Through trying to integrate the findings with many discussions among the 
authors, it was possible to identify the leverage points and some key aspects 
of Japanese companies to move towards sustainability. Finally, the authors
elaborated suggestions to external advisors that could help external advisors 
and change agents to successfully move Japanese companies towards
sustainability through overcoming the barriers with taking full advantage of 
the assets and the distinctive cultural characteristic.

Expected Results. It was expected to make suggestions that help external 
advisors to direct Japanese companies towards sustainability.
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3 Results

The results of literature review, workshop with Mitsubishi Corporation, the 
questionnaires and interviews are presented here. Refer to Appendix E to 
see the results from the questionnaires.

3.1 Barriers for sustainability

After the literature review and the workshops with the Japanese company, 
many barriers were discovered and then clustered into different categories, 
depending on the aspects they are related to. After implementing the 
questionnaires, it was found that most of the barriers seen in Japan were 
common in the western point of view, i.e. policy barriers, information 
barriers, financial barriers and planning/strategy barriers. The authors also 
discovered some additional barriers present in Japan that are not found in 
the literature review from the western point of view. The Tables 3.1 shows 
a summary of these barriers.

Table 3.1. Barriers for sustainability
Common Policy 

barriers
- Lack of commitment to sustainability by higher 

levels of government

Common 
Information 

barriers

- Lack of fundamental information and/or data on 
sustainability

- Weak education system for sustainability
- Absence of encouragement from the companies for 

voluntary employee participation
Common 
Financial 
barriers

- Lack of funds allocated to sustainability efforts
- Perceived low return of financial/ time investment

Common 
Planning/Strategy 

barriers

- Companies do not incorporate sustainability in their 
vision and policies

- Companies do not have enough human resources and 
appropriate departments for sustainability
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- Executives see sustainability as an isolated program 
and it is not part of the overall company strategy

- Companies design their strategy to resolve the 
symptomatic problems and not by focusing on 
fundamental problems

Additional 
barriers existing 

in Japan

- Language barriers
- Open dialogue barriers
- Companies do not make use of communication with 

stakeholders properly
- Difficulty of having related and partner companies 

understand importance of sustainability
- There are just a few NGOs that have attained the 

position of good partners for companies
- Influence by conservative Japanese Business Unions

3.1.1 Common Policy Barriers

Lack of commitment to sustainability by higher levels of government. In 
some cases, the existing policies serve more as obstacles rather than 
stimulus or incentive to implement sustainability efforts. It is necessary to 
have more governmental involvement and cooperation with businesses and 
non-profit organizations to develop more policies as more organizations 
move towards sustainability (Doppelt 2003a). Some current policies or 
legislation might not also exert enough pressure on the industry sector 
(Stone et al. 2004) and this fact has made the organizations to not adopt a 
more important role in regards of sustainability. On the other hand, 
subsidies, like one to fossil fuel and nuclear industry, can impede 
development of green market (Willard 2005).

74% of all respondents thought this as a “barrier” or “strong barrier” 
existing in Japan. 90% of the external advisors and 53% of the change 
agents agreed on this. 
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3.1.2 Common Information Barriers

Lack of fundamental information and/or data on sustainability. According 
to Doppelt (2003a), one very common problem organizations face is the 
difficulty to gather credible data and turn it into useful information. 
Mistakes in the way the information is processed can be a barrier for taking 
actions (Dahle and Neumayer 2001; Leal Filho 2000). This situation applies 
for regarding environmental and social impacts caused by the use of certain 
goods and services. By having trustworthy data and information, progress 
could be measure and tracked and improvements could be applied to correct 
the deviations Doppelt (2003a).

Post and Altman (1994) point out the difficulty of obtaining appropriate 
data as an important industry barrier for improving the environmental 
management within an organization. This could hinder the implementation 
of effective measurement systems to monitor the progress and make further 
improvements. One of the most common Environmental Management 
Systems (EMS) to monitor and measure the improvement on environmental 
impact, is ISO 14001, but it focuses on the effects from unsustainable 
activities rather that identifying the root causes and it relies on “continuous 
improvements” that do not include any objective that comply with the 
Sustainability Principles (MacDonald 2005).  

In Mitsubishi Corporation, the sustainability report includes many words 
related to sustainability, such as environmental value and social 
contributions, but they do not express any clear definition of sustainability 
or success; therefore it is difficult to measure their progress.

This was perceived as a “strong barrier” or as “barrier” in Japan by 83% of 
all respondents. The breakdown of responses was 90% agreement by 
external advisors and 73% agreement by change agents.

Weak education system for sustainability. The lack of available information 
is partly due to a weak education program through all levels of 
organization. The organizations have to make efforts to communicate 
effectively to the employees everything that is expected from the 
sustainability measures, because people need enough information to 
understand this and commit to the sustainability efforts of the organization, 
otherwise these organizations will fail in the implementation of 
sustainability (Doppelt 2003b).
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According to Zilahy (2004), one example of the most important barriers for 
organizations trying to implement cleaner production measures is the fact 
that not all levels of organizations have access to information regarding 
energy saving measures, and do not take part on the decision making 
process. 

Sustainability could require the companies to change the paradigm for the 
decision-making process therefore; insufficient education and training 
causes problems because employees would keep the same paradigms and 
old practices that are opposite to sustainability (Doppelt 2003a).

The persons from Mitsubishi Corporation also said that all employees have 
to take environmental trainings based on ISO14001, but the contents do not 
include backcasting and the concept of sustainability. 

More than three fourths (77%) of the respondents thought this is an existing 
“strong barrier” or “barrier” in Japanese companies. 

Absence of encouragement from the companies for voluntary employee 
participation. The low participation of employees to contribute with new 
ideas is a barrier for learning and continuous improvement. This is a serious 
disadvantage for the organization because the employees’ potential to test 
new ideas and contribute to overcome the barriers to change can be 
undermined (Doppelt 2003b). 

Just under three fourths (69%) of the people who answered the 
questionnaires recognized this to be a “barrier” or a “strong barrier”.

3.1.3 Common Financial Barriers

Lack of funds allocated to ‘sustainability’ efforts. When an organization 
wants to implement sustainability related programs, it is to consider the cost 
of the initial investment, such as employees’ training programs, findings 
new suppliers, and over all adjustment of strategies (Doppelt 2003a). There 
tends to be a perception of a low return on investment, and connected, a 
lack of funds are allocated to sustainability endeavours. Because 
sustainability is actually financially viable, it just often appears in the long 
run, or the benefits such as employee retention are simply not taken into 
account (Willard 2005). As a result, this could be perceived as a challenge 
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for the organization since they need to prioritize for their budget (Doppelt 
2003a).

63% of the total of respondents perceived this as a “strong barrier” or a 
“barrier” in Japan. 

Perceived low return of financial/ time investment. Post and Altman (1994) 
defines the capital costs as an important barrier for improving the 
environmental performance, particularly “funds for major and minor 
environmental improvements, and expected internal rate of return”. The 
organizations put emphasis on investment that could generate fast return on 
financial investment. Willard (2005) mentions that low return of investment 
in sustainability could be excuse of companies and argued, with using case 
of 3M, that this was just a perception. In the workshop with personnel in 
Mitsubishi Corporation, it was also pointed out that projects that are related 
to sustainability, take so long to recoup investment that they sometimes do 
not meet Mitsubishi Corporations investment criteria.

This was perceived as a “strong barrier” or a “barrier” by 71% of the 
respondents.

3.1.4 Common Planning/Strategy 
Barriers

Companies do not incorporate sustainability in their vision and policies. 
Many organizations fail in implementing sustainability because it is not 
institutionalized and it is not part of the core policies and procedures. 
Employees do not feel identified with and convinced by the sustainability 
efforts (Doppelt 2003b). Some respondents of the questionnaires pointed 
out the exactly the same things. They also assume sustainability is being in 
compliance with the regulations and do not perceive it as a forward-looking 
vision (Doppelt 2003b).

As mentioned in Section 1.2.2, backcasting enables people to deal with 
sustainability challenges in a more systematic and open-ended way, so that
lack of backcasting approach could be a barrier for promoting 
sustainability. As to the situation surrounding backcasting in Japan, General 
Press (2008) pointed out that backcasting had been paid attention to 
currently, especially for attaining low carbon economy. A few Japanese 
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companies, like INAX, Ricoh, Seiko Epson, and Toshiba have implemented 
the backcasting methodology (General Press 2008), but still many 
companies have not seemed to implement it.

85% of external advisors thought that Japanese companies do not 
incorporate sustainability in their vision and this hinders promotion of 
sustainability. In total, 69% of respondents consider this as a “strong 
barrier” or “barrier”. 

Companies do not have enough human resources and appropriate 
departments for sustainability. Doppelt (2003b) referred the importance of 
connecting sustainability to new hiring as one of the recommendation to 
overcome the sustainability barriers. As Edimboro and Palmer (1994) 
explain, some of the things that hamper the implementation of new ways of 
working such as Total Quality Management (TQM) are that companies 
have “insufficient staffing levels” and “lack of technical expertise”. Leal 
Filho (2000) explains that the lack of personnel to deal with sustainability is 
an obstacle that the institutions face and which make them not to put efforts 
towards more sustainable practices.

80% of the total respondents answered this is a “strong barrier” or “barrier” 
existing in Japan; all external advisors (100%) perceived this while only 
54% of the change agents did so. 

Executives see sustainability as an isolated program and it is not part of the 
overall company strategy. One important aspect that makes the 
organizations to fail in implementing sustainability measures is the fact that 
executives see sustainability as a special program so it is not integrated into 
the whole organization; therefore it is not possible to understand how all the 
processes within the company affect the sustainability performance 
(Doppelt 2003b). Willard (2005) also pointed out that the statement 
“Sustainability is not a strategic area for us” was a possible objection from 
executives. In Mitsubishi Corporation, the CSR group is not located under 
the corporate planning. 

This barrier was identified by 74% of all the respondents either as a “strong 
barrier” or as a “barrier”.

Companies design their strategy to resolve the symptomatic problems and 
not by focusing on fundamental problems. Organizations focus on the 
effects or results rather than the root-causes of sustainability problems. This 
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lead to center efforts and money to mitigate the effects (e.g. emissions and 
waste) while the root causes (e.g. process design, materials, etc.) remain 
unalterable (Doppelt 2003b). 

86% of all respondents took this as a “strong barrier” or “barrier” existing 
in Japan.

3.1.5 Additional Barriers existing in 
Japan

Language barriers. A language barrier was identified in the questionnaires. 
Language barriers seem to exist because the Japanese population in general 
does not speak any foreign languages. In fact, average score of TOEFL of 
Japanese people in 2008 was ranked one hundred seventh among 161 
countries (Educational Testing Service 2009). Anonymous 5 mentioned that 
Japan is very far from the European countries that are so-called 
environmentally developed countries, and language barriers prevent 
Japanese people to communicate and hinder their chances to get global 
perspective.

Open dialogue barriers. In Japan, people usually hesitate to have an open 
dialogue or conversation with others, especially in public. A quiet person is 
more appreciated than an expressive person because they consider more 
important the actions rather than the words (Li and Putterill 2007). They are 
not positive in expressing their personal opinions (Triandis 1989). It also 
can be said that Japanese people avoid direct or explicit statements. The 
cultural logic behind this is that direct or explicit explanation could be 
offensive to others (Kwintessential 2010). Japanese people make use of 
tacit understanding, and they use the expression “a-un no kokyuu” which 
means understanding without using words (Li and Putterill 2007). This 
prevents them from exchanging their good ideas and from opportunities to 
co-create. 

This was felt as a “strong barrier” or “barrier” existing in Japan by 74% of 
all respondents. In fact, in the interview of Anonymous 2, he mentioned, 
“Titles of officers should be removed in meetings so that participants could 
express their honest opinions as global citizens.”.
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Companies do not make use of communication with stakeholders properly.
Mizuho Research Institute (2007) points out that 60.2% of Japanese 
companies implemented stakeholder engagement. Their main targets were 
employees (69.1%) and clients (64.2%) and they did not have much 
dialogue with local residents (21.2%) and NPO / NGOs (7.0%). This means 
that Japanese companies do not make use of stakeholder engagement as a 
tool to show what they are doing and welcome any opinions from a range 
of many stakeholders in society. The involvement of many stakeholders 
into open dialogues is important to pursuit sustainability, but it can be said 
that most Japanese companies do not make use of communication with 
stakeholders well for attaining sustainability.

All of external advisors saw this as a “strong barrier” or “barrier” existing 
in Japan. 60% of change agents reported this situation providing a total 
83% of answers identifying this barrier.

Difficulty of having related and partner companies understand importance 
of sustainability. The persons of Mitsubishi Corporation emphasized that 
related companies were one of their most important stakeholders and trust 
between them was also very important. However, at the same time, they 
seemed to feel difficulty to communicate about a strategic sustainable 
development approach as it requires related companies to change their 
paradigm or their way of business. If a company fails to have related 
companies understand importance of a strategic sustainable development 
approach at the same level as the company does, it is difficult for the 
company to take actions for sustainability because those actions need 
cooperation among companies.

80% of both external advisors and change agents thought this is a “strong 
barrier” or a “barrier” in Japan.

There are just a few NGOs that have attained the position of good partners 
for companies NGOs in Japan are small and do not have enough financial 
resources International Development Center of Japan (2006) pointed out 
weakness of financial base of Japanese NGOs referring to the fact that there
were just 2 NGOs in Japan who got fund-raising of over 2 billion yen, 
which is corresponding to 19 million dollars, while there are some NGOs in 
Europe and the United States who collected fund-raising of from 50 billion 
yen to 60 billion yen. Personnel, who used to worked for an international 
NGO in Japan (Anonymous 7), mentioned, “Lack of financial foundation 
might destabilize the service level that NGOs provide to companies so that 
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the companies cannot trust their service and create the long term business 
relationships. From the companies’ side, “NGOs in Japan do not seem to 
necessarily understand and have empathy to current reality in business, so 
that they do not try to provide win-win solution but insist their opinions. 
Generally speaking, the reconcilability of NGOs in Japan is also not so high 
in Japanese business society. In these cases, it is very difficult to find 
meaning for Japanese companies to communicate with 
NGOs.”(Anonymous 6).

More than half of both external advisors (65%) and change agents (53%) 
felt that this was a barrier existing in Japan (60% in total).

Influence by conservative Japanese Business Unions. The Business Unions 
(e.g. Nippon Keidanren) in Japan are so strong that each company in the 
country tends to align their own policies with those of the unions. Actually 
one respondent of the questionnaires commented, “As Japanese people 
historically has tended to follow authority, influence of policy of Keidanren 
is big.”.

65% of external advisors perceived this as a “strong barrier” or “barrier” 
existing in Japan whereas 40% of change agents backed them up (54% in 
total).

3.2 Distinctive Cultural 
Characteristics (DCCs) of Japanese society 

There are some distinctive cultural characteristics (DCCs) of Japanese 
society that are relevant for the implementation of any program within the 
organization. With the same process used for detecting the barriers above, 
two categories of DCCs of Japanese people or companies were found: 
National Culture and the Organizational Culture. Table 3.2 shows a 
summary of these DCCs.
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Table 3.2. Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCCs) of Japanese society

National Culture
- Homogeneity
- People are highly diligent
- High technology

Organizational 
Culture

- Attitude to follow others
- Reliance and high expectation on authorities
- Strong reliance and pride on their past practices and 

accomplishment
- Strong loyalty to the company
- Hesitation to publish sustainability achievements
- Strong hierarchical structure
- Continuous rotation of job assignment for manager
- Long working hours
- Emphasis on team work
- Priority on making business with peers group

3.2.1 National Culture

Homogeneity. Triandis (1989) conducted his research on cultural difference 
in self and social behavior and pointed out that Japanese culture was 
relatively homogenous. Keeley (2006, 83) looked into Japanese culture 
with referring to the articles of Triandis and mentioned, "There is greater 
conformity and less acceptance of different thought and behavior in Japan" 
and pointed out the characteristic of focusing on differences rather than 
similarities especially with respect foreign culture. This homogeneous 
behavior is described with the term “kokutai” which promoted the national 
essence of Japan and the difference with the rest of the countries in the 
world. It helped to unify Japan as a big “family state” with a high respect 
and sense of value for the traditions (Antoni 1991). 

People are highly diligent. Meek (2004) mentioned about diligence of 
Japanese employees as well as Hanami (2004). Kawabata (1996) also 
referred to this characteristic and argued that diligence was the most 
significant drive to reconstruct Japan after World War Two.
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High Technology. As mentioned in Section 1.3, Japan has high technology. 
Technology is present everywhere and part of people’s daily life. It is also 
true in environmental technology. International Center for Environmental 
Technology Transfer and The Japan Machinery Federation (2004) summed 
up data of The United States-Asia Environmental Partnership about market 
share in several products for environment, for example ones for purification 
of water. According to it, Japan was ranked third in market share of the 
several products for environment in total. 

3.2.2 Organizational Culture

Attitude to follow others. Companies tend to follow what other companies 
do (Oohira 2006; Nakagawa 2009), rather than to generate new ideas. 
According to the staff from Mitsubishi Corporation competitors are very 
important and there is a strong tendency to follow their advanced activities
and try to be always at least at the same level. Even one of the biggest 
Japanese business unions, Japan Association of Corporate Executives 
admitted the tendency of Japanese companies to follow other similar 
Japanese companies (Japan Association of Corporate Executives 2000). 
They thought that following others without their own clear vision was the 
reason why some Japanese companies had failed to change and 
recommended chief executives should not follow but delineate their own 
direction towards change through laying out their own vision (Japan 
Association of Corporate Executives 2000).

Reliance and high expectation on authorities. Subordination to authorities 
is preferred in Japanese society (Jakonis 2009), and strong reliance on their 
boss is also present in Japanese companies (Peltokorpi 2006). According to 
these facts, employees may have the mental model that top managers of 
their company should change first or tendency to expect the government to 
take the initiative. As shown in Section 3.1.5, one respondent pointed out 
this tendency in the questionnaires.

Strong reliance and pride on their past practices and accomplishment.
During the workshops at Mitsubishi Corporation it was emphasized several 
times that the company is proud of the way they have done business in the 
past and the success achieved is based on that. Meulders, Boeck and Realo 
(2009) conducted a research about national pride. They assumed that there 
were four sources for national pride: internal care, external power, 
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nowadays achievement and past achievement, and showed probability for a 
person to take pride in each source of national pride. According to the 
research, Japanese people show relatively high probability to take pride in 
nowadays achievement (70%) and moderately high probability to take pride
in past achievement (58%) while probabilities for the other sources were 
lower than 50%. Based on the result above, it can be said that Japanese 
people tend to be proud of past achievement.

Strong loyalty to the company. In general, employees have a high sense of 
loyalty to the companies (Hanami 2004; Jakonis 2009), and lifetime 
employment is one of the characteristics of Japanese organizational system 
(Peltokorpi 2006; Pudelko 2009; Li and Putterill 2007). One research 
(Auer, Berg and Coulibaly 2004) showed that average job tenure in Japan 
in 2001 was the longest in those of OECD countries in 2002. In addition, 
The Japan Institute of Labour Policy and Training (2010) collected data of 
average job tenure in 2008, and that says that data of average job tenure of 
men of Japan was also longest in those of the countries: U.S. England, 
France, German, Korea and Sweden. Clegg and Kono (2002) mentioned 
about these characteristics and said that lifetime employment contributed to 
commitment of employees in Japanese companies. Employees with strong 
loyalty could be extremely committed to the company’s vision. This DCC 
of strong loyalty exists also in Mitsubishi Corporation, and it was told 
during the workshops with them that their employees were so loyal that 
they tried to conform to decision of top managers. 

According to the GLOBE research project (House et al. 2004), Japan has a 
high score (ranked No. 3 of 62 countries) in the Collectivism versus 
Individualism dimension, and one characteristic of this type of culture is 
that “Employees tend to develop long-term relationship with employers 
from recruitment to retirement”.

Hesitation to publish sustainability achievements. Japanese people have 
culture of intoku-youhou, which comes from ancient China and is the belief 
that good things should be done secretly and, by doing so, good things will 
arrive at the person (Okada 2008). This characteristic would also affect 
attitude of Japanese companies. In fact, for the participants of the 
workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation, not all companies seem to 
consider that good things should be openly published. 

Strong hierarchical structure. It is often said that Japanese companies have 
strong hierarchical structure (Jakonis 2009). There are many levels in 
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employees, like, from higher level, executive, agency head, department 
director, chief of a section and other employees. Hamaguchi, who is a 
Japanese specialist of transformational change, described rock ground 
hierarchical structure in companies as “pyramidal organizations”, and 
pointed out that most of Japanese large-sized and mid-sized companies 
have this structure (Hamaguchi 2000). The hierarchy in Japanese 
organizations is so important for the employees, that they are aware of this 
situation and they are expected to respect it all the time (Maguire 2001).

Continuous rotation of job assignment for manager. Japanese organizations 
focus on creating generalists rather than specialists. Therefore, managers 
are frequently rotated to provide them with experience in different 
departments and divisions and promote coordination and team work 
(Keeley 2006; Pudelko 2009). When the authors conducted workshops with 
Mitsubishi Corporation, the participants told about the possibility for them 
to move to another department in a few years and it was clear that these
DCCs affected the company as well.

Long working hours. Data of working hours of OECD (2009) says that 
working hours of Japanese people were over 2200 and the longest in OECD 
countries from 1970 to 1974. After that, it had gradually declined and 
arrived at almost same amount as average of OECD countries in 2007, 1768 
hours (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 2009).
However, Syouko (2010) doubted the current data, which comes from 
government and, then, analyzed other data. She finally concluded that the 
working time in 2006 was, in fact, not statistically significantly different 
from one in 1986 (Syouko 2010), which means that the working time is 
ranked third in that of OECD countries in 2006 (Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 2009), following Korea and Greece. She 
also pointed out that the working hours in a week of men in Japan were 9 
hours longer than those in U.S. and those of women in Japan were 8 hours 
longer than those in U.S. (Syouko 2010). When carrying out the workshops 
at Mitsubishi Corporation, one characteristic of Japanese employees was 
evident: working very long willingly. They seemed to enjoy their work in 
despite of long working hours. 

Emphasis on team work. Japanese companies put value on teamwork 
(Hanami 2004; Jakonis 2009; Li and Putterill 2007). They put less 
emphasis on the personal role and seek to develop people who could work 
together as a group to accomplish a task that is not clearly assigned to any 
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particular role (Keeley 2006). Maguire (2001) mentions the “priority of the 
group over the individual” as an important characteristic of Japanese 
society that has to be taken into consideration for any kind of relationship 
with Japanese business people. To be a team member is a responsibility that 
prevails the individual. In the organizations during the training period, the 
teamwork is emphasized and the respect for the achievements of the 
company over the years (Buckenmeyer 2008). One characteristic of a 
Collective culture as Japanese organization is that jobs in organizations are 
designed in groups and the decisions are taken mainly in groups as well 
(House et al. 2004).

Priority on making business with peers group. Companies tend to put 
priority on stable business relationships in long term (Basu et al. 2007), so 
they prioritize transactions with corporations that belong to the same 
business group, even when other companies offer a more profitable price. 
Peltokorpi (2006) referred to this tendency of Japanese companies and said 
that limited cooperation beyond the peers groups and the dependence on 
internal suggestions can be viewed as reflections of the insider (uchi) versus 
outsider (soto) categorization of Japanese companies. In the questionnaires, 
one respondent (Anonymous 6) said: “This is a natural behaviour as a 
corporation. It meets economical philosophy to prioritize business with 
peers group if they can make a profit. Moreover, it does not mean excluding 
companies outside. It is reasonable to use suppliers in peers group with 
enough quality and mutual understanding.”

3.3 Suggestions for change agents 
and external advisors  

Seven suggestions for people who work with Japanese large organizations 
are listed as follows. These suggestions mainly try to deal with strong 
barriers, making use of DCCs and other findings. They are categorized into 
the suggestions that directly aim to obtain the commitment from top 
managers and ones which aim to help both to obtain the commitment from 
top managers and to institutionalize sustainability into organizations in a 
direct way. They are:

The suggestions that directly aim to obtain the commitment from top 
managers.
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1. Create a situation that gives managers an opportunity to speak about 
sustainability in their own words and see how other people reflect
back about it.

2. Start to talk about the relationship between sustainability and their 
business in their own words and try to stimulate collaboration 
between top managers and colleagues.

The suggestions that aim to help both to obtain the commitment from top 
managers and to institutionalize sustainability into organizations in a direct 
way.

1. Showing that companies must move towards sustainability and at 
the same time that it is possible in a financially reasonable way by 
using their business words.

2. Creating a time and space for open dialogue.

3. Connecting underlying philosophy of Japanese companies to social 
contribution and sustainability.

4. Choosing case studies very carefully and providing cases of 
competitors about implementation of sustainability if possible.

5. Offering concrete solutions for implementation of sustainability.

These suggestions are further elaborated and discussed in Section 4.4. 
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4 Discussion

4.1 Concept of barriers, assets and 
DCCs

4.1.1 Nature of barriers, assets and 
DCCs

When talking about sustainability it is clear that there are many things that 
oppose sustainability, also referred to as barriers, which make it more 
difficult to move organizations towards success. There are also assets, 
which could align with the direction of sustainability and help to move 
organizations towards success.

The scope of this thesis: It is so important to understand not only definitions 
of barriers, assets and DCCs but the relationship between the definitions 
and the boundaries of the barriers, assets and DCCs, because by 
understanding the scope of this thesis it would be possible to know the 
barriers, assets and DCCs clearly. The authors divided both the 
characteristics of organizations and the characteristics of Japan into two 
parts; i) aspects related to sustainability and ii) aspects not related to 
sustainability. It is clear that everything in this world is inter-connected, so 
there may not actually be anything that is unrelated to sustainability.  
However, in this research some DCCs were considered to be out of the 
scope because they were not related to sustainability. For example, 
Japanese business people exchange name cards when they see other 
business people that they have not met before, but that is out of the scope.

Barriers: One of the expected results at the beginning of this research was 
to find barriers within Japanese organizations that are present globally, and 
also to identify the barriers that are specifically applicable to Japan.

It was confirmed that most of the barriers present in Japan are not so 
different from the rest of the world. However, what are indeed different are 
the cultural characteristics of Japanese society that make barriers or assets 
stand out, which then makes people perceive them as Japanese inherent 
barriers and assets.
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The authors also found that there are two types of barriers.  The first type 
includes barriers that exist when something is needed for companies to 
move towards sustainability, but it does not yet exist in the company. For 
example, companies who have not integrated sustainability into their vision 
or fundamental policy. (Appendix C, question 8-1) The second type 
includes barriers that exist when the company needs something to move 
towards sustainability, and the company has it to some extent, but does not 
have the means enough to implement it.  For example, some companies do 
not have enough funds to shift the whole company towards sustainable 
business practices. (Appendix C: question 7-2) 

Assets: It is hard to explain assets because they are dependent on the 
barriers. Assets, as the opposite of barriers, are defined as potential 
opportunities to help people move towards sustainability. Some examples 
of assets include: companies have enough funds to shift the whole company 
towards sustainable business practices, or companies have open information 
sharing systems that engage and motivate their employees to adopt attitudes 
to be more sustainable and help the business with its transition. The more of 
these features a company has, the stronger the assets will be and this will 
offer more opportunities for this company to move towards sustainability. 

DCCs: DCCs are presented as a neutral variable in the sustainability 
context. Depending on the circumstances and how certain aspects are used, 
they can be viewed as barriers or assets. For example, the DCC, “Strong 
hierarchical structure” of Japanese society can be considered a barrier 
because it is an impediment to free and effective communication and 
participation at all levels within the organizations.  However, it can also be 
considered an asset because if the top manager is committed and defines a 
vision towards sustainability, all the employees will align their work with 
that vision. This point would be discusses in Section 4.1.2 in detail.

This study revealed the importance of understanding the relation between 
barriers, assets and DCCs. In some systems, DCCs could exert such a 
strong force and external advisors may misunderstand or overlook them, in 
which case the DCCs might not be utilized in the most efficient way. 
Therefore, it is crucial to know what kind of barriers, assets, and DCCs 
exist in order to make a strategic plan.
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4.1.2 Two different aspects of DCCs

As mentioned above, the Distinctive Cultural Characteristics (DCC) of the 
Japanese culture can act as barriers or assets for sustainability, depending 
on how they are managed within the organization. In this section, the 
authors discuss the double implications of some of the DCCs that have high 
potential for supporting efforts to implement sustainability in a Japanese 
company.

Homogeneity:  In the Japanese culture, homogeneity is considered natural, 
desirable, and positive, while heterogeneity is avoided (Keely 2006). This 
high sense of homogeneity can hinder the implementation of new ideas 
such as sustainability related measures, especially when those ideas come 
from other countries. One respondent of the questionnaires shared that, 
“new things [in the company] tend to be standardized and diffused quickly 
after that happens”. Another aspect of the homogeneity is that the tight 
collectivism requires the members in a group behave according to the 
norms of that group (Keeley 2006). This characteristic is very important for 
some processes, such the decision-making and also can encourage the 
observance or fulfilment of the rules. In this sense, homogeneity could also 
be an asset for sustainability because once the whole group commits to and 
adopts a methodology like the FSSD or uses a tool like ISO14001; they 
would change their attitudes and practices according to what they define as 
their vision of success.  

Attitude to follow others: Japanese companies are highly influenced by 
what their peers do. Consequently, this may undermine the generation of 
innovative ideas or the implementation of new ways of working because the 
companies would hesitate to take any action until others start to do it. 
According to one of the respondents of the questionnaires, “Pressure from 
outside is significant and is advantageous”. So, this DCC represents an 
asset for sustainability due to its ability to foster competitiveness, so if 
some important companies adopt sustainability, the rest of the companies 
would try to be at the same level and follow in their footsteps. One of the 
respondents mentioned, “When implementing sustainability becomes 
common, many corporations would follow the movement drastically.”

Strong hierarchical structure: Top managers in “pyramidal organizations” 
are so far from customers and employees that the organizations are not apt 
for a sudden change of the current business climate (Hamaguchi 2000). As 
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would be shown in Section 4.4.1, the strong hierarchy makes decision-
making slow, especially when a junior level employee is the one making 
suggestions. There are many levels to go through on the organizational 
ladder in order to reach the top managers. On the other hand, the strong 
hierarchical structure can also be turned into an asset for the organizations. 
For example, if the top manager decides to put all of his or her efforts into 
achieving sustainability, then all levels of the organization would follow the
orders and strive to be successful.

Continuous rotations:  The continued rotation of personnel affects the 
implementation of sustainability plans in the long term (Takami 2003). The 
development and implementation of sustainability measures requires a lot 
of time and commitment, so if the person in charge of this is transferred to 
another section, all the experience and work accumulated could not be 
followed up and may simply vanish. One respondent of the questionnaires
commented that, “Brevity of time of being in the same departments 
undermines necessity of decision making with long term perspective. Even 
though someone promotes something eagerly, it seems not to be fostered 
enough to be passed to the next generation.” This DCC can be viewed as an 
asset, since the reshuffling of personnel can help to provide the managers 
with a broad knowledge of all the divisions and sectors within the company.  
Therefore, managers who have been rotated around the company will be 
able to identify a more comprehensive list of points for improvement, 
strengths, and opportunities, which can facilitate the decision-making 
process. One comment from a respondent of the questionnaires claims that 
personnel rotation “promotes cooperation among departments and raises 
awareness about problems shared over various departments and often leads 
to solving these problems”. 

There are other DCCs that can help to strengthen the barriers or can be 
turned into assets, depending of the position taken by the organization 
regarding sustainability. Those DCCs are “Strong loyalty to the company, 
“Emphasis on team work”, and the fact, “People are highly diligent”.  
These aspects of Japanese society represent a drive in any direction so if the 
company decides to move towards sustainability, these elements would 
help to overcome the barriers and attain the goals and vice versa. According 
to a respondent of the questionnaires, strong loyalty can be an asset for 
sustainability in the sense that if the company adopts sustainability, loyal 
employees will believe that sustainability is important to the company and 
act according to what the top managers say. Regarding the emphasis on 
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teamwork, in the questionnaires, one respondent said, “Sometimes team 
work encourages creativity.” Regarding high diligence, another respondent 
said that, “Being diligent can be powerful both to remain in the current 
situation and to promote change when change is happening”.

4.1.3 How to work on barriers, assets 
and DCCs

Changing cultural characteristics is not feasible, at least not in the short 
term, since they have been developed and reinforced over a long period of 
time.  Therefore, the strategy suggested to move the companies strategically 
towards sustainability is trying to overcome or remove some of the barriers, 
and take advantage of these cultural characteristics by using them as assets.
Below are some concrete suggestions to achieve this.

1. Change agents and external advisors must sort out DCCs from barriers 
and assets and highlight strong DCCs.

2. Change agents and external advisors should focus on the barriers and 
help companies overcome them, or at least try to mitigate them by
making use of the strong DCCs which are intrinsically connected to the 
identified barriers. The same applies to the opportunities provided by 
the assets. These strong DCCs can provide powerful support for the 
transformation towards sustainability. For example, if the two DCCs; 
“Strong hierarchical structure” and “Homogeneity”, are combined with 
the asset that a company has used a backcasting approach, then the 
desired outcome would spread through all departments in a very 
efficient way since the flow of information would be smooth.

4.2 Barriers to move towards 
sustainability 

4.2.1 Significant barriers

As shown in Section 3.1, the authors identified barriers existing in Japan. 
Now, the authors will further inquire which of them are significant barriers 
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and what the relationship is among the significant barriers. The 
questionnaires results gave some indication of what significant barriers are. 
Based on the assumption, the authors have defined the barriers that were 
perceived by more than 70% of all respondents as significant barriers. The 
barriers that were considered as a ‘strong barrier’ or ‘barrier’ by more than 
70% respondents are show in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1. Significant Barriers to sustainability

Barriers %

Companies design their strategy to resolve the 
symptomatic problems, not fundamental problems 86%

Lack of fundamental information and/or data on 
sustainability 83%

Open dialogue barriers 83%

Executives see sustainability as an isolated 
program and it is not part of the overall company 
strategy

80%

Difficulty of having related and partner companies 
understand importance of sustainability 80%

Companies do not make use of communication 
with stakeholders properly 77%

Weak education system for sustainability 74%

Companies do not have enough human resources 
and appropriate departments for sustainability 74%

Lack of commitment to sustainability by higher 
levels of government 74%

Perceived low return of financial/ time investment 71%
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Most of them can be categorized into significant barriers related to 
stakeholders and ones related to companies inside. 

Significant barriers related to stakeholders: The “Lack of commitment to 
sustainability by higher levels of government”, the fact that “Companies do 
not make use of communication with stakeholders properly”, and the 
perceived “Difficulty of having related and partner companies understand 
importance of sustainability” can be said that these three barriers might be 
caused by lack of communication among all related to stakeholders outside 
of companies and lack of education. In turn, external experts should 
encourage the external stakeholders and mediate their communication with 
Japanese companies to minimize these barriers. 

Significant barriers related to companies inside: The other barriers listed 
are those that exist inside a company. After considering their traits, it can be 
said that lack of education about sustainability is a major cause. 
Specifically, a “Lack of fundamental information and/or data on 
sustainability” and a “Weak education system for sustainability” causes 
these four barriers: i) “Companies do not have enough human resources and 
appropriate departments for sustainability”, ii) “Executives see 
sustainability as an isolated program and it is not part of the overall 
company strategy”, iii) “Companies design their strategy to resolve the 
symptomatic problems and not by focusing on fundamental problems”, and 
iv). “Perceived low return of financial/time investment”

The “Open dialogue barrier” would affect both categories of significant 
barriers as dialogue should be needed in communication with stakeholders 
and inside companies. 

These significant barriers are focused on for elaborating suggestions to 
external experts in Section 4.4. Some of the suggestions are related to 
several significant barriers while the rest of the significant barriers are 
tackled with FSSD.

4.2.2 Resistance to change, significant 
barriers and DCCs

In this section, there is further inquiry into the DCCs and all of the 
significant barriers. As an investigation of DCCs continued, it was found 
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that DCCs have both negative and positive aspects in a sustainability 
context.  That is, DCCs can be viewed as barriers or assets depending on 
the context, as mentioned in Section 4.1.1 and 4.1.2. 

When focusing on the negative aspects of DCCs, the authors found that 
some DCCs can intensify resistance to change from people in a company. 
For example, the DCC, “Strong reliance and pride on their past practices 
and accomplishment” can hinder the implementation of new initiatives 
(Post and Altman 1994). As well, “Attitude to follow others” may lead 
executives to focus on following and make them ignore opportunity to 
ascertain fundamental problems (Japan Association of Corporate 
Executives 2000).  Similarly, the DCC, “Reliance and high expectation on 
authorities” may promote passiveness of employees and the avoidance of 
taking initiative to change their company. The authors also found that all of 
the significant barriers also contribute to resistance to change, by 
supporting the barriers directly and indirectly.

Clearly, resistance to change is enhanced by several significant barriers and 
DCCs. Consequently, it is recommended that external advisors should deal 
with DCCs effectively and minimize significant barriers in order to ease the 
resistance to change.

4.3 Moving towards sustainability 
with the FSSD  

4.3.1 Importance of top commitment

Top commitment is an asset that can have a strong positive effect and it is 
important that external advisors are aware of the importance of 
commitment from top managers when dealing with Japanese companies.

It can be said that Japanese companies have large potential to move towards
“a” direction. The findings that were mentioned in Section 3.2 and 4.1.2 
show that Japanese employees present some general characteristics which 
can be strong assets such as diligence, long working hours, and loyalty 
towards their employing companies, also known as ‘company spirit’. One 
respondent in the questionnaires pointed out that Japanese employees were 
relatively diligent and it could be a big advantage if top managers declared
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and implemented sustainability policies and practices (See Appendix F). A 
representative of Mitsubishi Corporation also said that, if top managers 
wanted to move the company towards a specific direction, Mitsubishi 
Corporation would move rapidly because employees are very loyal and 
earnest (Anonymous 8).

On the contrary, when sustainability is not coming from committed top 
managers, any effort to diffuse sustainability will not have a big effect on 
the company since employees do not recognize importance of something 
unless the top managers are backing it up. Employees discount the 
importance of the change when it is not committed to by top managers.  On 
the contrary, they think much of it if the top commitment to it is apparent. 
The authors felt through the workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation that 
implementation and outcome of the ABCD process would is dependent on 
whether there is commitment from top managers.

Based on this fact, it could be said that, even though there are many barriers 
for Japanese companies to move towards sustainability, they would easily 
overcome the barriers if top managers commit to sustainability. Moreover, 
DCCs will transform into assets and help implementation of sustainability 
go smoothly. The sole barrier for implementing sustainability seems to be 
the existence of top commitment. That is why achieving top commitment is 
important in a Japanese context and it should be the main focus of external 
experts.

4.3.2 Importance of Education and the 
role of the FSSD practitioners

Education plays an important role in overcoming the barriers that Japanese 
companies face in their journeys towards sustainability. Many of the 
barriers perceived, such as financial barriers, are related to the lack of 
education of what sustainability is about.  These barriers can be eliminated 
when education about sustainability is introduced. Many change agents and 
external advisors admitted that due to a lack of understanding of the 
fundamental concepts of sustainability, it is difficult companies to 
appreciate the importance of sustainability and they come to have a 
misleading idea of the relationship between sustainability and company’s 
profit.



48

People need a thorough, systemic, fundamental understanding of 
sustainability rather than a fragmented collection of knowledge related to 
sustainability. With this understanding, they would stop viewing 
sustainability as a potential trade-off, but instead be able to perceive the 
integrating nature of sustainability and the financial benefits involved.  

As discussed in Section 3.1.3 and as evident in the questionnaires, the 
financial barriers are perceived to be very high. A participant of the 
workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation wondered if human beings really 
should pursue sustainability at the cost of their happiness. This is a common 
misperception regarding the low return of investment in terms of initial 
time investment and financial resources needed to introduce the changes 
towards sustainability. What experts must denote is that sustainability can 
be providing benefits such as employee retention or employees’ motivation. 

In addition to solving misperceptions about the relationship between 
sustainability and benefits, education can also contribute to attaining 
commitment from top. Currently, most of people in Japan do not even 
know the word “sustainability” (KOKUYO 2008). Thus, it is important that 
governmental agents, NGO members, educators, and students understand 
what sustainability is about so that they can spread the knowledge through 
companies and engage as stakeholders as well. The DCC of the strong 
tendency to follow others would make it easier for more people and
companies to commit to working towards sustainability. In order to get 
commitment from the top managers, the publicity of sustainability 
education in this context would be indirect, but a powerful leverage point.

4.3.3 How change agents and external 
advisors can work with FSSD

To deal with barriers. The FSSD is crucial for Japanese companies to move 
towards sustainability as it helps change agents and external advisors to 
educate organizations for strategic planning to help move towards 
sustainability. It provides fundamental and strategic sustainability education 
contents, and could contribute to mitigate all information barriers directly 
and many other barriers indirectly that can be partly dealt with by solving 
information barriers. 
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There are four reasons how change agents and external advisors can 
contribute to mitigation of many barriers by providing education with the
FSSD. First, the FSSD includes comprehensive concept about the system –
society within the ecosphere - and principles of sustainability, helping to 
deal with the “Lack of fundamental information and/or data on 
sustainability” barrier. Second, as discussed in Section 4.3.2, the FSSD can 
show that sustainability provides self-benefit. Change agents and external 
advisors can deal with the misperception that the return on investment for 
sustainability measures is very long and/or that sustainability measures 
provide only low return on investment. Third, the FSSD contains strategic 
guidelines, including backcasting from Sustainability Principles, which is 
often introduced with the ABCD process. This could show a new way of 
thinking, indicating that people cannot maintain the current way of thinking 
that has made this unsustainable world if the authors are to create 
sustainable world. This can be achieved by emphasizing the importance of 
visions and providing a tool to realize backcasting effectively. Since 
backcasting from Sustainability Principles itself is a strategic guideline 
based on the principles for fundamental solutions, it could help to tackle the 
barrier “Companies design their strategy to resolve the symptomatic 
problems and not by focusing on fundamental problems”. The ABCD 
process also encourages people to take actions to institutionalize the vision 
within Sustainability Principles, so helping to deal with the strategic and 
planning barriers. Lastly, the FSSD could help change agents and external 
advisors mitigate barriers related to the communication of Japanese 
companies with their stakeholders. The FSSD includes Sustainability 
Principles that are very generic, universal, and depict a big picture of 
sustainability in a simple way. As a result, all people could understand 
sustainability simply using the FSSD and it could be helpful for change 
agents and external advisors to mediate communication about the 
sustainability efforts of Japanese companies with their stakeholders.

It would also be useful for change agents and external advisors to work 
with the FSSD after top managers have committed to moving towards 
sustainability. When top managers have to explain the vision and need for
sustainability to their employees, the FSSD provides a way to explain 
complex things in a simple way, as mentioned above. Overall, the FSSD 
helps top managers be much more strategic with learning and planning for 
sustainability.



50

To select tools to move towards sustainability. The FSSD can help envision 
“how” to implement sustainability with a comprehensive point of view, and 
helps users find actions in accordance with a sustainability vision through 
the ABCD process. Change agents and external advisors can then choose 
relevant and appropriate tools using the lens of the FSSD to move 
strategically towards sustainability (Waldron et al. 2008). 

For example, in Japan it is common to use guidelines, such as environment 
and general health and safety guidelines of International Financial 
Corporation (IFC 9 ) (International Financial Corporation 2007a). These
describe good practices in terms of environment, health, and safety 
activities (International Financial Corporation 2007b) and have become a 
base of assessment in Equator Principles (Equator Principles Financial 
Institutions 2006), which were used for about 80% of the amount of lending
for project finance in 2003 all over the world (Lazarus 2004).

In the investigation, however, the IFC guidelines do not have a description 
for respecting Sustainability Principle 1, while they are very strict with 
aspects related to Sustainability Principles 2, 3 and 4. Therefore, users of 
the FSSD could point out a lack of perspective of Sustainability Principle 1
for companies who only rely on IFC environment, health and safety general 
guidelines.

Change agents and external advisors can use the FSSD as a lens to select 
appropriate tools that take all Sustainability Principles into account.

The role of the change agent and/or external advisor. The role of change 
agents and external advisors as educators is of high relevance. Throughout
this research, some ‘tips’ for customizing the ABCD process were found, 
but these would only be effective when change agents or external advisors 
are trained as FSSD practitioners. The FSSD is not just a tool-like 
instrument, but a process tool; the results of implementing the FSSD are 
highly dependent on how skilled the change agents and/or external advisors 
are. Change agents and external advisors should also further their education 
in order to improve and develop their skills.

  

9  It is an organization belonging to the World Bank Group and aims at improvement of 
quality of life in developing countries by financing and providing service about finance,
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Education can be a leverage point for change to happen, and will be very 
important until a critical mass is reached. Though it will be difficult and it 
may take a long time before seeing positive results, education of and 
experience with the FSSD will help people understand the relationship 
between sustainability and its benefits. Education is key for moving in the 
right direction towards sustainability.

4.4 Suggestions for change agents 
and external advisors  

Encouraging top managers through change agents is crucial, as mentioned 
in the Section 4.3.1. The questionnaires also revealed an apparent lack of 
institutionalization of sustainability within Japanese companies. Most of the 
items about planning and strategy for sustainability in the questionnaires 
were considered barriers.

From these points, it can be said that the current role of external advisors 
can be divided into two functions: i) to get the commitment from top 
managers, which indicates that they will move from Bob Willard’s 
sustainability stage 3 to stage 4, and ii) to help the company institutionalize 
sustainability after top managers are committed.

Table 4.2. The suggestions that directly aim to obtain the commitment from 
top managers

The suggestions which directly aim to obtain the commitment from 
top managers

Create a situation that gives managers an opportunity to speak about 
sustainability in their own words and see how other people reflect back 
about it.
Start to talk about the relationship between sustainability and their 
business in their own words and try to stimulate collaboration between 
top managers and colleagues.
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Table 4.3. The suggestions that aim to help both to obtain the commitment 
from top managers and to institutionalize sustainability into organizations 

in a direct way

The suggestions which aim to help both to obtain the commitment 
from top managers and to institutionalize sustainability into 
organizations in a direct way

Showing that companies must move towards sustainability and at the 
same time that it is possible in a financially reasonable way by using their 
business words.
Creating a time and space for open dialogue.

Connecting underlying philosophy of Japanese companies to social 
contribution and sustainability.
Choosing case studies very carefully and providing cases of competitors 
about implementation of sustainability if possible.
Offering concrete solutions for implementation of sustainability.

4.4.1 Suggestions which directly aim to 
obtain the commitment from top managers

As to harness the commitment from top managers, it would be best if 
external advisors contacted them directly, although this is not easy. 
Simultaneously, it is important to inspire middle level employees, 
especially those who can directly affect the modification of their company’s 
vision through encouraging top managers to become change agents. One of 
the DCCs of Japanese companies, “Strong hierarchical structure”, makes it 
very difficult for junior level employees to inspire top managers. Even 
middle level managers expressed that it is difficult to reach top managers as 
mentioned Section 3.2. In an interview, Anonymous 5 said, “To reach the 
president takes too much time because the permission for requesting an 
appointment with him requires the approval of all the bosses.” Another 
interviewee, Anonymous 1, mentioned that “In a typical large Japanese 
corporation it takes 2 years or more to authorize some ideas, which include 
big change or challenge, change direction (of business model) and/or 
creative destruction, proposing from an inventor/innovator through middle 
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managers and pass them to the management board and be decided.” 
Clearly, only change agents in middle level seem to have the possibility of 
reaching top managers and to encourage them to commit to sustainability.

Through the workshops with Mitsubishi Corporation, the authors identified 
two possible activities for change agents to talk to and use to engage top 
managers.

Create a situation that gives managers an opportunity to speak about 
sustainability in their own words and see how other people reflect back 
about it. Next, change agents should incorporate messages related to 
sustainability into the speeches of keynote speeches made by top managers. 
In large companies, top managers have opportunities to make a speech or 
be interviewed and middle level managers often create the content of these 
speech. Incorporating sustainability messages into their speech might cause 
top managers to become inspired through understanding the concept of 
sustainability, expressing it in their own words, getting feedback from 
people outside of the companies, or seeing how it is treated in media. 

Start to talk about the relationship between sustainability and their 
business in their own words and try to stimulate collaboration between top 
managers and colleagues. Change agents could hold voluntary meetings 
about sustainability with colleagues and produce outputs to make clear how 
they can implement sustainability in their own businesses. As an example, 
the experience of Anonymous 5 is explained as a good strategy. He is an 
actual change agent in the environment department as he seized the 
opportunities eagerly for the position within this department. He planned 
workshops for having his colleagues think about the meaning of existence 
of the company and sustainability, so that they can finally get some new 
business ideas and making network in the company. When carrying out the 
plan, he organized a lecture with a famous external advisor, where many 
people, including the chief executive, gathered, and called for participation 
of the workshops there. Some of the people attended the lecture came to the 
workshops and kept meetings for almost one year. They had already shared 
the basic information at the lecture, the conversation were well made in 
active ways, so that a few sectional committees arose through the 
workshops and they finally made five suggestions to top managers. He said, 
“One of the suggestions seems to progress in a different way [from the 
original idea] and two of the suggestions may be realized in the future. 
Moreover, new ideas come to emerge in the company.” He emphasized 
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importance not only of discussing on vision but also of output like seeds for 
new business as well as the persons of Mitsubishi Corporation. 
(Anonymous 5)

4.4.2 Suggestions which aim to help 
both to obtain the commitment from top 
managers and to institutionalize sustainability 
inside the company

The role of external experts is still crucial in the stage of institutionalizing 
sustainability. Even though many assets support the institutionalization, if 
they do not have a genuine understanding of the concepts or framework of 
sustainability, implementation of sustainability will take long time. External 
experts must take on the role of introducing this knowledge to the company•
After there is commitment from top management, external advisors must 
shift and target middle level employees and junior level employees in order 
to help the company institutionalize sustainability into the company’s
polices and rules.  Their involvement enables engagement and fast diffusion
(Lewis 1999; Lines 2004).

Showing that companies must move towards sustainability and at the same 
time that it is possible in a financially reasonable way by using their 
business words. First, change agents should try to inspire top managers 
directly by showing them case studies which, overcome the significant 
barrier of “Perceived low return of financial/ time investment” and 
“Executives see sustainability as an isolated program and it is not part of 
the overall company strategy” by using their business language. 71% and 
80% respectively of the people who answered the questionnaires thought 
this, but as mentioned in Section 4.3.2, this is just a perception. Because
stakeholders might also have this misperception, breaking this 
misperception would contribute not only to getting top commitment but 
also minimizing the barriers related to them: “Companies do not make use 
of communication with stakeholders properly.”, “Difficulty of having 
related and partner companies understand importance of sustainability” and 
“Lack of commitment to sustainability by higher levels of government”.

As Willard (2002) presented, there are many business cases about 
sustainability categorizing the business cases into: “easier hiring of the best 
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talent”, “higher retention of top talent”, “increasing employee productivity”, 
“reduced expenses in manufacturing”, “reduced expenses at commercial 
sites”, “increase revenue/ market share” and “reduced risk, easier 
financing”. Sustainability is not something against profit. External advisors 
need to break the perception down with carefully chosen business cases. 
One point that external experts could keep in their mind is that top 
managers are under high pressure of current accounting and security market 
system, so it would be needed that top managers could know that proactive 
sustainability projects would provide benefit in a short term not only in a 
long term in their language such as profit or a form of quantified data
(Willard 2002). It is important to speak to them in their language so that 
the top managers can clearly understand why the company must move 
towards sustainability, and that it is possible to do so in an economically 
compatible way.

Creating a time and space for open dialogue. Change agents and external 
experts could pay attention to having meeting openly. This suggestion is 
mainly related to the significant barriers: “Open dialogue barriers”. In 
addition, tackling with the open dialogue barrier would also contribute to 
minimizing the barriers related to stakeholders:  “Companies do not make 
use of communication with stakeholders properly.”, “Difficulty of having 
related and partner companies understand importance of sustainability” and 
“Lack of commitment to sustainability by higher levels of government”.

The openness for expressing opinions is the foundation of communication 
and trust. According to Adam Kahane, in order to create the new future 
world, it is needed that people become engaged in reflective and productive 
dialogues. As a first step, people would notice what they are thinking; 
feeling, hoping and they would be able to say that honestly (Kahane 2004). 

However, as shown in Section 3.1.5, Japanese people pay too much 
attention about whether their comments are appropriate as comments of 
people at their companies’ positions, so that they fail to express their own 
sincere opinions. In fact, employees seem to feel difficult to open up for 
dialogue as 74% of all respondents think this as a barrier. A certain time for 
preparation is definitely needed if external advisors want to have an open 
dialogue and let them talk about their opinion as a citizen in the society.

Based on this, the suggestion could be provided in these three ways. First, 
having a dialogue in informal meetings may contribute to having 
employees express their opinion and feeling openly. They do not have to 
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carry their titles of officers in informal meetings and, then, they may not 
pay too much attention to whether their statements are proper or not in light 
of their position. Second, external advisors themselves must be open. When 
the authors asked Anonymous 2 what kind of support from external 
advisors is needed for change agents, he said, “People with an open mind 
and open heart are needed”. Third, starting dialogue with small number of 
people might be one option to pursuit openness first, because there might be 
seen a trade-off between the number of attendees and the openness. In the 
workshop with Mitsubishi Corporation, it was felt that the participants 
kindly expressed their genuine opinions and that it would have been 
difficult to get honest and personal opinions if there had been many 
attendees and fall in the custom to think how they should talk as persons at 
the position.

As a good example, this process has already started to make something 
important in the company in a positive way, which was in their fateful crisis 
caused by their violation of compliance with Japanese law. To recover from 
such crisis and improve employees’ moral, they have developed various 
internal workshops, both inter-division and inter-generation. Through the 
workshop all employees discussed and deeply reconsidered what “the job”
is, what “the good job” for all stakeholders is. Lastly, they have found that 
there is no right answer and that the vision of their founders is sublime and 
it would be important to consider such vision for their sustainable business 
activity. (Anonymous 4)

Connecting underlying philosophy of Japanese companies to social 
contribution and sustainability. Change agents or external advisors could 
emphasize that Japanese organization originally pursuit social welfare as 
well as profit, which is related to sustainability. Many large Japanese
companies, often originally, have as philosophy that they would contribute 
to the recovery of Japan’s economy and people’s happiness. Based on this 
philosophy, companies helped reconstructions of Japan after World War II 
(Miwako 2006). When external advisors can show deep connection 
between their philosophy and social problems, top managers might be 
motivated towards change because a DCC “Strong reliance and pride on 
their past practices and accomplishment” could help them to have the 
impression that sustainability is not something new and enhance their 
commitment towards sustainability by showing connecting between their 
philosophy and sustainability. Anonymous 3 agreed with this idea and 
additionally said, “Especially for business whose connection with social 
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problems is vague, providing tangible relationships between their corporate 
philosophy and social contribution is probably inspiring to the top 
managers, and may be one measuring factor for their business decisions”. 
Their philosophy for social contribution underlies their daily operation in 
reality. When the authors asked the people of Mitsubishi Corporation to 
inquire about their core purpose and core values, they referred to the fact 
that their business focused on national interests, like the guarantee of 
energy resource.

A thing that external advisors should notice might be that Japanese people 
traditionally think that it is expected not to mention something good that he 
or she did, as shown in the DCC, “Hesitation to publish sustainability 
achievements”. They may hide their past accomplishment, so that external 
advisors may need interviews, survey or something to explore the 
companies and Japanese cultures before meeting to find tangible connection 
among their past achievement and corporate social contribution.

Choosing case studies very carefully and providing cases of competitors 
about implementation of sustainability if possible. Change agents could let 
top managers realize the importance of sustainability by showing case 
studies. Case studies make image of proposition more concrete. The 
questionnaires and interviews indicated that the DCCs of “Attitude to 
follow others” and “Homogeneity” represent an opportunity that in many 
cases companies change their processes and policies based on the 
competitors’ actions. For making most of DCCs with case studies, it is 
recommended for external experts to present cases of competitors 
implementing sustainability. For instance, when the authors asked whether 
information about other companies could be relevant for companies to 
consider changing or not, Anonymous 6 said, “It is highly likely that other 
companies’ movement to sustainability becomes an opportunity for the
company to move. The authors feel that the authors should try to do the 
same things as competitors do especially if the authors have not done them
yet.” Along this line, Anonymous 5 said, “Japanese people are not into 
taking initiatives. They often excuse themselves for not changing. 
However, if they hear that competitors try to launch something new or most 
companies do something, they would be inspired. It is a technique to bring 
around.” In the case of Mitsubishi Corporation, they mentioned: “If the 
competitor commits to new progressive activities, the authors would
probably follow it.”.
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Offering concrete solutions for implementation of sustainability. External 
experts need to care about the tendency of Japanese people to ask concrete 
solutions, when they suggest something to the companies. Kumasaka 
(2009) conducted case studies of application of The Natural Step 
Framework to Japanese companies and said that Japanese companies 
requested concrete information on “how” to deal with sustainability before 
understanding “why”. Anonymous 6 mentioned something similar like, “If 
environmental education is too general, engineers who create substantial 
things are not inspired.” In order to engage them, it would be very 
important to provide what the company can do in specific ways, like ISO 
14001, rather than just providing “why”.

The FSSD could contribute to show appropriate tools for sustainability in 
the company as a lens to investigate tools as mentioned in Section 4.3.3, so 
that external advisors can provide companies with concrete tools consistent 
with all Sustainability Principles in the strategic way through lens of the 
FSSD. The FSSD also could suggest other tools that are tightly connected 
with the FSSD like Strategic Life Cycle Management (Ny et al. 2006), and 
Template for Sustainable Product Development (Ny et al. 2008). These 
tools provide more specific steps to do for sustainability, so it would be 
acceptable to people who prefer to know ‘how’ rather than ‘why’.
Stakeholders may have the same tendency, so this suggestion can be used 
for minimizing the barriers of “Companies do not make use of 
communication with stakeholders properly.”, “Difficulty of having related 
and partner companies understand importance of sustainability” and “Lack 
of commitment to sustainability by higher levels of government”.

4.5 Other findings from the 
questionnaires

4.5.1 Difference between the answers of 
change agents and external experts

After analyzing the results from the questionnaires, the differences between 
the responses of the change agents and the external advisors were pretty 
noteworthy. An example is the proportion of responses to the statement 
“Companies do not make a proper use of their communication with 
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stakeholders” 100% of external advisors considered this a barrier whereas 
only 60% of the change agents did so10.

One reason to explain this difference could be that change agents have a 
perspective of the situation from within the organization so it is difficult to 
objectively evaluate the weaknesses of the company. Another reason is the 
DCC of loyalty that makes them feel afraid of criticizing or giving a bad 
impression of their company so they are very cautious to avoid saying 
anything harmful to the reputation of the company. This could be a point 
external advisor should be aware of when communicating with change 
agents.

4.5.2 Stage of large Japanese companies 
in the Bob Willard’s sustainability journey

According to the answers from the questionnaires, many respondents 
consider the Planning or Strategy barriers as very significant in the 
Japanese companies. As shown in Results section, 69% of the respondents 
consider as an existing “strong barrier” or “barrier” the fact, “Companies do 
not incorporate sustainability in their vision and policies” and 74% the fact,  
“Executives see sustainability as an isolated program and it is not part of 
the overall company strategy”. Thus, the authors can confirm the initial 
deduction that these large Japanese companies are in stage 3 of the Bob 
Willard’s sustainability journey. 

  

10 With the statement: “Employees have the mental model that the top manager of their 
companies should change at first”, 95% of the external advisors versus 60% of the change 
agents. Another example are the statements: “Companies do not incorporate sustainability 
in their vision and basic policies”, with 85% of external advisors and 47% of change 
agents and “Companies do not have appropriate human resources to sustainability in 
appropriate departments”, with 100% and 53% of external advisors and change agents 
respectively
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4.6 Validity, Strengths and 
Weaknesses of the results

4.6.1 Validity of the results

Diverse opinions of specialists from various industries were collected and 
used for making the suggestions hereby presented. The diversity of input 
from change agents and external advisors successfully enabled the authors 
to elaborate suggestions applicable to Japanese large companies in general 
as scoped for the authors’ research.

However, the number of answered the questionnaires (35) is not enough for 
analysis of the questionnaires to exactly stand for parent population though 
the authors may be able to grasp rough tendency of answers of them. The 
respondents do not include non Japanese people and do not necessarily
have international experiences, so that the authors could not know whether 
the barriers and DCCs existing in Japan exist in foreign countries as well or 
not.

Regarding interviews, these were not enough with respect to its number and 
diversity because only 7 people were interviewed and external advisors of 
them were just 2 and did not include non-Japanese people. More interviews 
may strengthen the suggestions presented before or may be clues to make 
new suggestions.

4.6.2 Strengths and Weaknesses of the 
results

When validating the authors’ results to check their quality, three strengths 
and two weaknesses emerged.

First, the authors recognized the importance of commitment from top 
managers and the authors started discussing how to get it. Through 
literature review, it was found that there seemed to be little information on 
how to attain commitment from top managers. Next, perception of external 
advisors was contrasted to that of change agents, as explained in Section 
4.5.1. It might be useful for external advisors to think how to communicate 
with change agents in an effective way. Third strength of this research was 



61

the focus on DCCs. Understanding how DCCs can be helpful to avoid 
struggling with cultural differences and maximize their experience on an 
effective way is a result of this.

As a weakness, the authors noticed it is unclear to detect assets that are not 
DCCs. Since this research focuses on barriers, assets other than DCCs were 
not looked for. Though the authors were able to define assets that are not 
DCCs after that the research, the assets were not explored through the 
questionnaires in the same detailed way as the barriers. A second weakness
is that the authors did not ask in the questionnaires whether certain 
particular characteristics are distinctive of Japan or if they are also present 
in other countries.
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5 Conclusions

5.1 Summary of this thesis

Through literature review, a workshop with members of the Mitsubishi 
Corporation, the questionnaires, interviews, and plenty of discussion hours 
amongst the authors, it was found that the barriers for sustainability that 
many companies face in the western context are also present in Japan. 
Some of the assets and additional barriers for sustainability that exist 
mainly in Japan were identified as well.

Another important characteristic of this research is that it focuses on the 
cultural context. Many DCCs were discovered, it was discussed that DCCs 
could strengthen barriers or assets, and DCCs were analyzed in relation to 
how external advisors and/or change agents can help to overcome barriers 
and make use of assets. Finally, understanding at a system level, especially 
DCCs, was found to be very crucial in order to strategically plan towards 
sustainability, because they have big impacts on society.

As research progressed, the authors found that there are more significant 
barriers than the other barriers and that all of the significant barriers could 
be summarized as the most significant barrier ‘resistance to change’ in 
Japanese companies. It was also revealed that commitment from top 
managers is very significant in the Japanese context since Japanese 
companies have strong DCCs, a tendency to work towards the direction 
prescribed by top managers, and that sustainability was not institutionalized 
enough within Japanese companies. In order to deal with ‘resistance for 
change’ and get the commitment from top, various types of sustainability 
education are needed among companies and all stakeholders in society. 
When external advisors work to educate Japanese organizations to move 
towards sustainability, the FSSD would help them in the area of 
sustainability education, education for strategic planning and learning and 
encouraging top managers’ leaderships. 

Finally, several suggestions were given for how to get commitment from 
top managers and how to institutionalize sustainability. This includes 
suggestions for how to use and present the FSSD in relation to the findings. 
They are categorized into suggestions that directly aim to obtain the 
commitment from top managers and ones that aim to scrutinize both to 
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obtain the commitment from top managers and to institutionalize 
sustainability inside the company.

The authors believe that the findings will help people and organizations in 
Japan to overcome the barriers that currently exist in their country, so that 
they will lead Japanese companies to set a positive example, help other 
societies become more sustainable and would be the starting point for many 
people from different cultures to understand each other and move towards 
sustainability together.

5.2 Areas for further research 

5.2.1 Understanding a country’s cultural 
aspects in relation to Sustainability Principles.

This research is the first step towards understanding people in countries that 
the authors are not familiar with. The authors believe that understanding 
each other makes it easier to get many people involved in conversations 
that are crucial for moving towards a sustainable society, which must 
include all countries. The authors believe the authors’ research is a 
significant contribution, but could be strengthened by addressing the 
limitation described in Section 1.6 (Mitsubishi Corporation being a trading 
company and not a producer) and the weaknesses described in Section 4.6.2 
(validity of findings). This would help to further scrutinize the authors’
work and make it more practical. Workshops to collect opinions, 
observation from more diverse Japanese companies, and conducting 
another questionnaire or more interviews for validating the suggestions 
would strengthen the quality of the results. The further investigation would 
make suggestions more suitable to the real business world and, as a result, 
significantly help change agents and external advisors to move Japanese 
companies towards sustainability

More elaboration of the concept of DCCs, their relationship with barriers 
and assets, and the relationship between DCCs and Sustainability Principles
would be one for further research. If many countries understand their 
current reality in the context of moving towards sustainability, and it is 
clear which DCCs are related to Sustainability Principles, many good 
examples would be uncovered which could be used by other countries as 
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best practices. At the same time, the authors suggest that DCCs are neutral 
in the context of sustainability barriers and assets; even the DCC ‘Japan has 
high technology’ seems to look like asset, but it could be a barrier 
(Appendix F 6-2 ‘Other barriers’). However, if, for instance, the economic 
system of a country highly depends on mining activities and it is part of the 
tradition, it would be difficult to define that DCC and to say whether it is
really neutral. In order to make it clearer, investigating DCCs and their
relationship with Sustainability Principles is important. Overall, 
investigation about DCCs in a sustainability context would clarify the 
concept of DCCs itself and which DCCs in a country are most significant in 
terms of sustainability. As a result, change agents and external advisors 
may be able to act more effectively with an understanding of what DCCs 
should be enhanced or avoided most in order to encourage companies to 
move towards sustainability.

This research could be replicated in countries other than Japan using
cultural frameworks to investigate what kinds of barriers and DCCs are 
there in other parts of the world. Cultural frameworks would contribute to 
the understanding of cultural aspects, and separating DCCs from other 
things would help change agents and external advisors notice and address
important cultural aspects to move companies towards sustainability more 
easily. Moreover, if it is found that barriers in many non western countries
are also common to western culture, it could make it easy for many people 
from different countries to talk about how to solve the barriers as common 
issues and cooperate towards sustainability.

5.2.2 Getting commitment from top 
managers

As mentioned in Section 4.6.2, there has been very little research conducted
on how to attain commitment from top managers. Top commitment is one 
of the most important assets and it is crucial in countries that have strong 
hierarchical structures.

More studies about how and why top managers commit to sustainability are 
needed. For example, what could inspire top managers, what kind of 
pressures do they feel and have to conquer, and what are the key success 
factors when someone tries to get commitment from them to create change 
in the company?
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In addition, more study about change agents is important. Some of these 
studies could be related to discovering who could effectively be change 
agents inside companies, how to encourage change agents to get 
commitment from top managers, and so on. With such research, external 
advisors could understand how to get commitment from top managers 
directly and indirectly through encouraging change agents. The Society of 
Organizational Learning France have issued quarterly magazines entitled 
‘Cahiers de SoL France‘, which of number 11-12 describes how the Society 
of Organizational Learning France have contributed to encouraging change 
agents to get commitment from top managers to turn the organizations into 
learning organizations (Society of Organizational Learning France 2010). 
This paper could provide a starting point for future research about change 
agents working to attain commitment from top management to work 
towards sustainability. Overall, further research for getting commitment 
from top managers would enable researchers to elaborate more effective 
suggestions for change agents and external advisors to move Japanese 
companies towards sustainability.

These further research questions would contribute to global sustainability 
by giving more valuable suggestions to change agents and external advisors 
who are working to move companies towards sustainability. Knowledge of 
cultural aspects can help change agents and external advisors to have 
meaningful conversations with companies about sustainability. A better 
understanding of how to obtain commitment from top managers will help to 
accelerate a company’s transition to sustainability.
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Appendix A: OECD Environmental  
Performance Review of Japan 

(Source: Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 2002).  

Area Description

Efficient 
Environmental 

Policies

- User and pollution charges and environmental taxes 
are not sufficiently used to internalize environmental 
costs.

- Application of the polluter pays and user pays 
principles is still incomplete, particularly concerning 
wastewater and waste services.

Sustainable 
Development

- Physical planning is not well coordinated with 
environmental planning. 

- Strategic environmental assessment is not yet 
systematically applied to environmentally relevant 
sectoral policies, plans and programs.

Climate Change

- Its GHG emissions increased by 7% between the base 
year and 1999. Japan has therefore fallen short of the 
stabilization targets it declared by ratifying the 
UNFCCC and by establishing its Action Program to 
Halt Global Warming. 

- The energy intensity of the economy (toe/GDP) 
increased by 5% in the 1990s, a reversal of the trends 
of the 1970s and 1980s.     

- Existing environment-related taxes should be reviewed 
and further developed. Japan should continue its
efforts to accomplish its targets for limiting HFCs, 
PFCs and SF6.                      

Other 
International 

commitments and 
cooperation

- Japan has not yet succeeded in developing regional 
agreements for oil disaster response as the OPRC 
Convention requires. 

- Shared fish stocks of several fisheries in the North 
Pacific need to be restored and properly managed. 

- On trans-boundary pollution, there is still a long way 
to go to reach the goal of developing a common 
understanding and basis for policy responses 
concerning both air and marine pollution. 

- The rate of recovery of CFCs from consumer products 
should be improved. 

- Progress towards Objective 2000 of the International 
Tropical Timber Organization (to ensure that all 
imported hardwood comes from sustainably managed 
forests) is not measurable.
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Appendix B: Mitsubishi Corporation Six 
Business Groups  

(Source: Mitsubishi Corporation 2009b)

1. Industrial Finance, Logistics & Development Group:  The activities 
include merchant banking and M&A businesses such as asset 
management and buyout investment; asset finance and business 
development businesses such as real estate funds; and other 
businesses such as real estate development and logistics services 
and insurance.

2. Energy Business Group: It conducts activities in crude oil, 
petroleum products, Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG), Liquefied 
Natural Gas (LNG) and carbon materials.

3. Metals Group: The group trades and invests in businesses such as 
steel sheets and thick plates, steel raw materials and non-ferrous 
raw materials and products such as copper, aluminium, titanium, 
lead and precious metals.

4. Machinery Group: This group trades, invests and develops 
businesses in the machinery field, including plants for producing 
electricity, natural gas, petroleum, chemicals, steel, etc.; machinery 
for transportation such as ships, trains and automobiles; in 
aerospace and defence industries and in general industrial 
equipment such as construction machinery and agricultural 
machinery.

5. Chemicals Group: It trades and invests in commodity chemicals 
such as petrochemicals, methanol, ammonia, chlor-alkali and 
inorganic chemicals. And also in functional chemicals including 
plastics, electronic materials, food ingredients and fine chemicals.
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6. Living Essentials Group:  Trading activities with products 
including foods, clothing, paper, cement, construction materials and 
medical equipment and services related to these. (Mitsubishi 
Corporation 2009b)
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Appendix C: Questionnaire about “barriers” 
and “assets” in transformation towards
sustainable business (English translation)

The questionnaires were elaborated and sent to change agents and external 
advisors. It was requested to answer according to the following definitions: 

• Barrier is “something which impedes the transformation of Japanese 
companies into sustainable businesses”.

• Asset is “something which helps the transformation of Japanese 
companies into sustainable businesses”.

The questionnaires were filled out according to the following instructions 
and criteria:

1. Opinion about barriers:
• If you think that the statement is a strong barrier now for 

transformation of Japanese companies toward sustainable business, 
please mark “strong barrier”.

• If you think that the statement is a barrier now for transformation of 
Japanese companies toward sustainable business, please mark 
“barrier”.

• If you think that the statement is not a barrier now for 
transformation of Japanese companies toward sustainable business, 
please mark “not a barrier”.

• If you think that the statement is not appropriate or applicable for 
Japanese context, please mark “N/A in Japan”.

• If you cannot give your opinion about the statement based on your 
experience, please mark “Don’t know”.

3. From the statements, please choose between three to five statements 
that you think can be turned into advantages if situation changes.

4. Please add any other barrier or asset that is not included in the list and 
you consider important.

5. Please add any other opinion that you consider important.
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Strong B
arrier

B
arrier

N
ot a barrier

N
/A

 in Japan

D
on’t know

1. Policy

1-1
Government acts slowly in terms of 
promotion of sustainable business in 
companies.

1-2

Business union (e.g. Keidanren) in 
Japan is so strong that each company 
in the country tends to harmonize their 
own policy with the union’s policy

2. Society

2-1
Companies are very good at 
technological innovation and 
technology is high.

2-2
There are just a few NGOs that have 
attained the position of good partners 
for companies.

2-3
Companies do not make use of 
communication with stakeholders 
properly.

3. People

3-1

Nationality is so homogeneous that 
people tend to focus on differences 
with other cultures rather than 
common aspects.

3-2 People are diligent.

3-3 People are not positive so much in 
discussing with others openly

3-4

People prefer studying literature alone 
rather than learning through 
conversation and exchange of 
opinions.

4. Organizational culture
4-1 Companies have strong reliance and 

pride on their past accomplishment.

4-2
Companies tend to follow what other 
companies or people do rather than to 
innovate
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4-3
Companies have the mental model 
that the government should change 
first

4-4
Employees have the mental model 
that the top manager of their 
companies should change at first

4-5 Employees have company spirit and 
commitment to their companies.

4-6

Companies think that good things 
about sustainability should not be 
published in CSR reports or should 
not be said openly to others 

5. Organizational estructure
5-1 Companies have very strong 

hierarchical structures.

5-2
Employees are forced to transfer their 
departments or divisions on a regular 
basis.

5-3 Employees tend to work very long on 
a daily basis.

5-4

Companies tend to develop human 
resources who can work well as a 
team, and who can voluntarily deal 
with tasks for which no one is clearly 
responsible, rather than to develop 
specialists in one specific task

5-5
Long time service in companies due to 
the influence of lifetime employment 
system and seniority system.

5-6

Companies tend to put priority on 
business relationships which are stable 
in the long term, so that they prioritize 
transactions with corporations which 
belong to the same business group, 
instead of corporations which offer 
even a more profitable price.

6. Information
6-1 Companies do not have fundamental 

concepts of sustainable business.
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6-2
There is no system in companies to 
share information about sustainability 
with employees

6-3 Companies have passive attitude to 
employees’ voluntary action.

6-4

It is difficult that related companies 
and suppliers understand importance 
of sustainable business at the same 
level.

7. Planning

7-1
Companies think that the return of 
investment for sustainability measures 
is too long.

7-2
Companies do not have enough funds 
to shift the whole company toward a 
sustainable business.

7-3
Companies do not have a process to 
narrow down their vision to a plan 
based on backcasting.

8. Strategy

8-1
Companies do not incorporate 
sustainability in their vision and basic 
policies.

8-2

Executives see sustainability as 
another special program and do not 
institutionalize it in their company’s 
policies.

8-3

Companies do not have sustainability 
vision and have the misunderstanding 
that being in compliance with the laws 
and regulations means attaining 
sustainability.

8-4
Companies do not have enough 
human resources and/or appropriate 
departments for sustainability

8-5

Companies do not design their 
strategies with focus on fundamental 
solutions but on solutions for 
symptoms.
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Appendix D: List of interviewees

Person Gender Type of Company Position/ Division

Anonymous 1 Male Petroleum Company

Energy System 
Development 

Department. Energy 
System Business 

Division

Anonymous 2 Male Non-profit 
organization

Manager of Innovation 
Department

Anonymous3 Male Corporation in 
Public Interest Not specified

Anonymous 4 Male
Sogo Shosha 

(General trading 
company)

Sales Division

Anonymous 5 Male Advertising 
Company

Environmental 
Communication. 

Business Development 
Division

Anonymous 6 Male
Motor 

manufacturing 
company

Environmental Division 
in planning department

Anonymous 7 Female

Post-graduate 
student (former 
worker in a non-

profit organization)

Not applicable

Anonymous 8 Male
Sogo Shosha 

(General trading 
company)

Corporate Strategy& 
Research Department
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Appendix E: Result from the questionnaires

Total of respondent: 35 people (15 change agents and 20 external advisors).

(Note that sum of all percentages in a row is not necessarily 100% because 
of rounding off. Similarly, sum of percentages of “Strong Barrier” and 
“Barrier” is not the same as percentage of persons who consider statement 
as “Strong Barrier” or “Barrier” in Japan.  It is calculated based on the 
number of respondents, not addition of percentages.)

Strong 
B

arrier

B
arrier

N
ot a 

barrier

N
/A

 in 
Japan

D
on’t 

know

1-1 Government acts slowly in terms of promotion of sustainable business of 
companies.

Change Agents 33% 20% 33% 0% 13%
External advisors 50% 40% 5% 0% 5%

Combined results 43% 31% 17% 0% 9%
1-2 Business union ( e.g. Keidanren) in Japan is so strong that each company 
in the country tends to harmonize their own policy with the union’s policy

Change Agents 7% 33% 40% 7% 13%
External advisors 40% 25% 25% 0% 10%

Combined results 26% 29% 31% 3% 11%
2-1 Companies are very good at technological innovation and technology is 
high.

Change Agents 7% 13% 47% 13% 20%
External advisors 0% 15% 75% 5% 5%

Combined results 3% 14% 63% 9% 11%
2-2 There is just a few NGOs that have attained the position of good partners 
for companies.

Change Agents 13% 40% 13% 7% 27%
External advisors 25% 40% 30% 0% 5%

Combined results 20% 40% 23% 3% 14%
2-3 Companies do not make use of communication with stakeholders properly.

Change Agents 13% 47% 27% 0% 13%
External advisors 35% 65% 0% 0% 0%

Combined results 26% 57% 11% 0% 6%
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3-1 Nationality is so homogeneous that people tend to focus on differences with 
other cultures rather than common aspects.

Change Agents 20% 27% 27% 7% 20%
External advisors 40% 40% 10% 5% 5%

Combined results 31% 34% 17% 6% 11%
3-2 People are diligent.

Change Agents 0% 0% 73% 13% 13%
External advisors 0% 15% 75% 5% 5%

Combined results 0% 9% 74% 9% 9%
3-3 People are not positive so much in discussing with others openly

Change Agents 27% 40% 20% 0% 13%
External advisors 25% 55% 15% 0% 5%

Combined results 26% 49% 17% 0% 9%
3-4 People prefer studying literature alone rather than learning through 
conversation and exchange of opinions.

Change Agents 0% 47% 33% 7% 13%
External advisors 10% 35% 20% 20% 15%

Combined results 6% 40% 26% 14% 14%
4-1 Companies have strong reliance and pride on their past accomplishment.

Change Agents 20% 47% 20% 13% 0%
External advisors 30% 40% 30% 0% 0%

Combined results 26% 43% 26% 6% 0%
4-2 Companies tend to follow what other companies or people do rather than 
to innovate

Change Agents 40% 40% 13% 0% 7%
External advisors 25% 55% 10% 0% 10%

Combined results 31% 49% 11% 0% 9%
4-3 Companies have the mental model that the government should change first

Change Agents 27% 20% 40% 7% 7%
External advisors 25% 25% 30% 5% 15%

Combined results 26% 23% 34% 6% 11%
4-4 Employees have the mental model that the top manager of their companies 
should change at first

Change Agents 27% 33% 20% 7% 13%
External advisors 35% 60% 5% 0% 0%

Combined results 31% 49% 11% 3% 6%
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4-5 Employees have company spirit and commitment to their companies.

Change Agents 0% 27% 47% 7% 20%
External advisors 0% 25% 50% 20% 5%

Combined results 0% 26% 49% 14% 11%
4-6 Companies think that good things about sustainability should not be 
published in CSR reports or should not be said openly to others 

Change Agents 7% 40% 33% 13% 7%
External advisors 0% 35% 35% 15% 15%

Combined results 3% 37% 34% 14% 11%
5-1 Companies have very strong hierarchical structures.

Change Agents 33% 20% 47% 0% 0%
External advisors 30% 45% 20% 0% 5%

Combined results 31% 34% 31% 0% 3%
5-2 Employees are forced to transfer their departments or divisions on a 
regular basis.

Change Agents 0% 27% 67% 0% 7%
External advisors 30% 15% 35% 10% 10%

Combined results 17% 20% 49% 6% 9%
5-3 Employees tend to work very long on a daily basis.

Change Agents 27% 33% 40% 0% 0%
External advisors 35% 40% 20% 0% 5%

Combined results 31% 37% 29% 0% 3%
5-4 Companies tend to develop human resources who can work well as a team, 
and who can voluntarily deal with tasks for which no one is clearly 
responsible, rather than to develop specialists in one specific task

Change Agents 0% 13% 47% 20% 20%
External advisors 5% 40% 25% 20% 10%

Combined results 3% 29% 34% 20% 14%
5-5 Long time service in companies due to the influence of lifetime 
employment system and seniority system.

Change Agents 13% 20% 53% 0% 13%
External advisors 0% 20% 65% 5% 10%

Combined results 6% 20% 60% 3% 11%
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5-6 Companies tend to put priority on business relationships which are stable 
in the long term, so that they prioritize transactions with corporations which 
belong to the same business group, instead of corporations which offer even a 
more profitable price.

Change Agents 0% 20% 60% 13% 7%
External advisors 10% 40% 40% 0% 10%

Combined results 6% 31% 49% 6% 9%
6-1 Companies do not have fundamental concepts of sustainable business.

Change Agents 27% 47% 7% 13% 7%
External advisors 65% 25% 0% 5% 5%

Combined results 49% 34% 3% 9% 6%
6-2 There is no system in companies to share information about sustainability 
with employees

Change Agents 33% 40% 13% 7% 7%
External advisors 60% 20% 10% 0% 10%

Combined results 49% 29% 11% 3% 9%
6-3 Companies have passive attitude to employees’ voluntary action.

Change Agents 27% 33% 27% 7% 7%
External advisors 25% 50% 15% 10% 0%

Combined results 26% 43% 20% 9% 3%
6-4 It is difficult to have related companies and suppliers understand 
importance of sustainable business at the same level.

Change Agents 33% 47% 13% 0% 7%
External advisors 25% 55% 5% 0% 15%

Combined results 29% 51% 9% 0% 11%
7-1 Companies think that the return of investment for sustainability measures 
is too long.

Change Agents 27% 33% 27% 0% 13%
External advisors 55% 25% 10% 0% 10%

Combined results 43% 29% 17% 0% 11%
7-2 Companies do not have enough funds to shift the whole company toward a 
sustainable business.

Change Agents 13% 47% 33% 7% 0%
External advisors 20% 45% 20% 5% 10%

Combined results 17% 46% 26% 6% 6%
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7-3 Companies do not have a process to narrow down their vision to a plan 
based on backcasting.

Change Agents 27% 27% 20% 20% 7%
External advisors 50% 20% 10% 0% 20%

Combined results 40% 23% 14% 9% 14%
8-1 Companies do not incorporate sustainability in their vision and basic 
policies.

Change Agents 20% 27% 27% 27% 0%
External advisors 45% 40% 10% 5% 0%

Combined results 34% 34% 17% 14% 0%
8-2 Executives see sustainability as another special program and do not
institutionalize it in their company’s policies.

Change Agents 27% 40% 27% 7% 0%
External advisors 55% 25% 10% 0% 10%

Combined results 43% 31% 17% 3% 6%
8-3 Companies do not have sustainability vision and have the 
misunderstanding that being in compliance with the laws and regulations 
means attaining sustainability.

Change Agents 20% 27% 13% 7% 33%
External advisors 55% 30% 0% 5% 10%

Combined results 40% 29% 6% 6% 20%
8-4 Companies do not have enough human resources and/or appropriate 
departments for sustainability

Change Agents 27% 27% 33% 0% 13%
External advisors 50% 50% 0% 0% 0%

Combined results 40% 40% 14% 0% 6%
8-5 Companies do not design their strategies with focus on fundamental 
solutions but on solutions for symptoms.

Change Agents 33% 40% 20% 0% 7%
External advisors 75% 20% 5% 0% 0%

Combined results 57% 29% 11% 0% 3%
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Appendix F: Free text answers and comments 
from the questionnaires

Comments about the statements and how they can be turned into 
advantages or assets.

1-1 Government acts slowly in terms of promotion of sustainable 
business of companies.

- “If there are policies that could encourage many people and 
companies to try innovation, it would be asset.” 

- “Many large companies have already understood that they should 
survive the funnel. The only entity that hesitates to change is 
government.”

2-1 Companies are very good at technological innovation and 
technology is high.

- “If people can use high technology with understanding meaning of 
them and visions, it would be asset.”

- “High-technology focusing on reducing emission would contribute 
to reach sustainable society.”

2-3 Companies do not make use of communication with stakeholders 
properly.

- “Companies should not try to win [make profit] at the current 
market. Instead, education for the consumers should be priority and 
companies should try to create new markets.”

3-2 People are diligent.

- “Finally the important thing is how much people can actually move 
and work and the diligence would contribute to it.”

4-5 Employees have company spirit and commitment to their 
companies.
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- “Japanese employees are relatively diligent, They discount the 
importance of something if top managers do not declare 
implementation of it. On the contrary, it would be a big advantage if 
top managers declare implementation of business for sustainability 
policy.”

5-4 Companies tend to develop human resources who can work well as 
a team, and who can voluntarily deal with tasks for which no one is 
clearly responsible, rather than to develop specialists in one specific 
task

- “Sometimes team work encourages creativity.”

5-5 Long time service in companies due to the influence of lifetime 
employment system and seniority system.

- “Sometimes long time service encourages creativity.”

5-6 Companies tend to put priority on business relationships which are 
stable in the long term, so that they prioritize transactions with 
corporations which belong to the same business group, instead of 
corporations which offer even a more profitable price.

- “The profit within the group companies is economically very 
reasonable and also desirable from the view of keeping the level of 
supply chain at a certain high level.”

6-1 Companies do not have fundamental concepts of sustainable 
business.

- “New paradigm could appear through CSR.”

6-2 There is no system in companies to share information about 
sustainability with employees

- “New paradigm could appear through CSR.”

Comments about any other barrier or asset not mentioned in the 
questionnaires.

Other barriers:
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- “The lack of imagination and the lack of ethics as global citizen.”

- “High technology makes the M&A (Merger & Acquisition) risk.” 

- “High technology makes Japanese people depend on their 
technology too much, so that they hesitate to realize the necessity of 
change of social system and paradigm.”

- “Some people prefer the new products rather than second –hand 
products.”

- “The lack of common knowledge such as history, natural science, 
philosophy.”

- “The lack of understanding of how people outside of Japan see the 
world.”

- “The lack of education about sustainability in Japanese educational 
system.”

- “The low level of democracy in Japan.”

- “Social insecurity makes it difficult to have long term personal 
vision.”

- “No vision of Japan.”

Other assets:

- “Some large companies see not only their own profit but also other 
social benefit.”

- “People don’t have will, so leadership would work well.”

- “The sense that people are part of nature.”

- “Traditional custom and sense.”

Comments about any other thing considered appropriate.
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- “It is important to share what is sustainable management. How 
many years can a company survive if that company can be said as 
‘sustainable companies’? It is not difficult to survive only for 30 
years. We needed the paradigm shift.”

- “Sustainability sounds foreign language, so that it is difficult to 
think it as our own issue. It is important to have our own word to 
express ‘sustainability’.”

- “NGO should take more important roles.”

- “Some Japanese have begun to realize that if each person can 
change small things, it would lead the big changes and actually try 
to do it. It is a very desirable tendency.”

- “People who have strong impact and are evaluated highly in current 
society are not necessary desirable people from the view of 
sustainability.”

- “The gap between people who have recognized that a huge 
paradigm shift is occurring and others who have not, is expanding.

- “Japanese people have originally the concept of resilience that is 
required to talk about sustainability.”

- “There are a few Japanese companies where the middle managers 
have successfully helped the company move towards sustainability. 
I hope many companies follow these good examples.”

- “Because politicians have not understand the meaning of 
‘development’, our society is unsustainable.”

- “It is important to create the network of scientists, business persons 
and government who is really eager to tackle with sustainability.”

- “Media could take an important role to make a sustainable society, 
but actually it does not work in such a way.”

- “People are too busy to think about sustainability.”


