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The phrase “sustainable business” seems 
to be everywhere these days, but what 
exactly does it mean for brands and con-
sumers in Japan? James Hollow, CEO and 
founder of the strategic consultancy Fab-
ric K.K., recently addressed the topic with 
The Japan Times, sharing his insights about 
helping businesses create shared value with 
their customers and communities. 

Fabric is an affiliate of the MullenLowe 
Group, a global marketing communications 
network headquartered in London. Hollow, 
who hails from Great Britain, started out as 
a brand and business strategist in London 
and then Tokyo. His most recent position 
was co-CEO of the Asia-Pacific region for 
MullenLowe before founding Fabric this 
past spring.

“We are trying to enable businesses and 
brands in the new social fabric which is 
emerging,” said Hollow. “The companies are 
looking at it as a journey, but they are not 
quite sure what the destination is and how 
they are going to get there.” Within this 
context, they should be aware that they 
have an impact on people and society, and 
embrace this reality “as an opportunity to 
rewire.” 

For example, Hollow praises Japan for its 
waste separation and litter-free streets, but 

points out that there are hidden issues too, 
such as the fact that waste is often disposed 
of through incineration, which causes air 
pollution. 

“I do think that Japan is in catch-up mode 
at both the government and corporate 
level, and there has been some compla-
cency,” he said. “Japan has a clean society 
but the world has moved on, and if you see 
the SDG world rankings and the indices, 
you can see where countries need to act.” 

“SDG” stands for the sustainable develop-
ment goals that were adopted in Septem-
ber 2015 at a United Nations summit on 
achieving the ideal of a sustainable, diverse 
and inclusive society. 

Surveying sustainability
As for consumers, they make decisions 
through the brands they purchase. Identify-
ing a data gap, Hollow and his team wanted 
to support Japanese firms by conducting 
research on consumer decisions and “creat-
ing a framework for tracking year on year.”

About 5,300 people between the ages of 
18 and 65 participated in Fabric’s survey, 
which examined the behavior and atti-
tudes of consumers with respect to sustain-
ability, including their perception of brand’s 
performance in three main areas:

• What does sustainability mean to 
Japanese consumers, and to what 
extent do they care?

• To what extent do they know or care 
about the sustainability of brands?

• How can brands stay competitive in 
terms of sustainability?

The survey results, which can be down-
loaded from the company’s website, show 
that while the majority of Japanese are not 
yet making choices based on sustainability, 
a small but growing group of consumers are 
factoring it into their purchasing habits. “By 
providing this data, we want to embolden 
the companies to make decisions. So they 
can go to their CEO, commission a study 
or set up a task force to see how they can 
make their supply chain more sustainable,” 

said Hollow.
 “One thing that we talk about at Fab-

ric is creating shared value between the 
customer and the brand: Consumers buy 
it and get some functional or emotional 
benefit, and the company gets the funds,” 
he said referencing the sanpo-yoshi (three-
way good) concept, where the third dimen-
sion represents the opportunity for brands. 
“If you’re thinking about maximizing the 
shared value between the company, your 
customers and your stakeholders, then 
you’re not going to go far wrong.” 

Global brands’ influence 
Hollow also commented on the role of 
“dollar voting” — the impact of consum-
ers’ purchasing decisions — and how it 
can be more important than democratic 
voting. For example, he pointed out 
that although environmental protection 
efforts by any one country’s government 
have a limited impact, due to fiscal and 
physical constraints, when a global brand 
decides to ban plastic, the effects are felt 
worldwide. 

In the case of Japan, Hollow noted, 
“Politics have been kept separate from 
everything else. I don’t think that Japa-
nese companies have traditionally liked 
to express political options, and you don’t 
see much of that on the TV ads, but I 
think it is shifting due to the influence of 
global brands.”

“I think where Japan really needs to 
change gears is on gender equality, and 
this is something that really been high-
lighted by the Tokyo Olympics,” Hol-
low said candidly, referring to the Tokyo 
Olympic chief ’s exit over sexist remarks a 
few weeks before the Games began. “This 
has highlighted how the Japanese estab-
lishment is not sustainable, and society 
here has benefited from that.”  

Hollow says many global brands have 
made investments in environmental 
issues, such as removing plastic from their 
supply chains or ensuring that palm oil 
does not come from recently deforested 
areas. 

“These investments are really begin-
ning to pay off in Europe and parts of the 
U.S. You won’t get a tailwind in Japan at 
this point yet if you talk about sustain-
able palm oil,” Hollow said. “However, 
it is a chance to invest in the education 
of consumers, and I think the role of 
the global brands is to show how these 
investments they have made in societal 
issues have become an advantage, and 
then Japanese domestic brands will be 
influenced by this.”

Play to your strengths
Looking ahead, what concrete steps can 
brands here in Japan take to leverage their 
position within the new social fabric that 
is emerging to become more sustain-
able? Pointing out that “you can’t manage 
what you are not measuring,” Hollow said 
that the first step is for companies to do 
their homework and collect data on the 
impact they are having both physically and 
socially, which will then help them to iden-
tify their strong and weak points. 

“Our research has proved that when 
companies are amplifying their signa-
ture strengths, it is really paying off,” he 
explained. However, it is also important 
for companies to be transparent about the 
areas in which they could improve. 

“Everyone can be part of this: Measure 
where you are at, understand what your 
strengths and weaknesses are, and then 
put strategic plans in place to amplify your 
strengths and make sure your weaknesses 
are mitigated. Honesty is the only sustain-
able approach!” Hollow said in closing.

You can download the report at  
https://fbrc.co/en/case-study/sustainability 
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Saori Okada has been reaching out, day or 
night, to teenagers in need of mental and 
emotional support for the past nine years. 
As a victim of physical and mental vio-
lence and bullying who also experienced 
a number of hardships including drug 
abuse, depression, divorce, poverty and 
suicide attempts, she knows that teens 
facing such difficulties are desperate for 
someone to communicate with. 

“There wasn’t anybody who was doing 
what I am doing when I was young and 
desperate. That’s why I started doing this,” 
Okada said, stressing the importance of 
hearing their voices and responding with 
love and care.

At first, she accepted mainly SNS mes-
sages from those who visited her personal 
blog, which she set up to share her tough 
experiences and encourage youths. The 
number of people she counseled, initially 
just a few per month, grew rapidly. Vol-
unteers started to gather too, prompting 
her to turn her personal activity into an 
organized one to offer timely and profes-
sional support for those who are on the 
edge. This is how the nonprofit Teenagers’ 
Mental Support Association was estab-
lished in 2015. 

The Champion of Change Japan Award 
(CCJA) — founded by philanthropist 
Atsuko Toko Fish, who has been active in 
Japan and the U.S. — selected Okada as 
one of the five winners in 2020. The award 
is presented to female leaders in Japan 

who are dedicated to addressing social 
issues and needs. 

According to recent statistics, Japan has 
the Group of Seven’s highest suicide rate 
among people between the ages of 15 and 
34. Okada fears the figure may continue to 
increase as youths’ situations worsen due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. “We received 
about 24,000 requests for consultation 
from about 3,000 youths in May last year, 
and the numbers reached 41,000 requests 
from 4,200 youths in December,” said 
Okada. The figures seem to be increasing 
in proportion to higher stress levels in the 
adults around adolescents, she said, and 
20% to 30% of the cases involve abuse. 

There are child consultation centers 
that can provide temporary shelter to 
those who need protection, but she 
pointed out difficulties that may arise. 
“During the stay in a child consultation 
center, kids cannot go to school. Those 
who felt they belonged only at school are 
tempted to return home. They have to 
wear borrowed, shared underwear. No 
smartphones are allowed,” Okada said, 
expressing the dilemma that teenag-
ers face when they need help but do not 
want to be reported to child consultation 
centers. 

“Some of them try to seek space for 
themselves on the internet and fall vic-
tim to adults with evil intentions,” she 
said. Teens are just a few years away from 
becoming independent, but those years 
are long when they are trapped in misery 
with no place to hide. 

To be available online for such youths 
at any time, she and more than 40 coun-
selors with various specialties — from 

domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, bul-
lying, LGBT issues, 
self-injury behav-
ior, drug abuse and 
eating disorders 
to nursing, child 
care, psychology, 
financial planning 
and entertainment 
— take turns stay-
ing online to make 
sure callers are 
matched with the 
counselors most 
suited to their par-

ticular problems. Okada noted that the 
counselors are ready to deal with shock-
ing statements and stories, such as about 
recent suicide attempts, because most 
have gone through similar experiences 
themselves. 

In addition to online consultations, 
the association organizes online gather-
ings three times a week to replace the 
monthly face-to-face events it conducted 
before the pandemic. 

Okada said adults need to change in 
order to improve teens’ situations. To 
increase the number of adults who can 
provide support for at-risk teens, the orga-
nization has also been offering courses to 
train counselors. Okada and her team also 
established the Ladies’ Mental Support 
Association to reach out to women with 
issues and concerns, especially mothers. 
“We also want to network with various 
organizations across the nation so we can 
ensure both offline and online support to 
everyone wherever they are,” she said. 

“I could have done this more strategi-
cally and efficiently from the beginning, 
but I was able make the association as it is 
today because I pursued my belief even if 
someone criticized me for trying to help 
others when I could barely feed myself by 
working part-time jobs,” Okada said of her 
passion to demonstrate to teens through 
her own experiences that a strong will is 
what it takes to achieve their goals.

This section highlights the environment 
and a sustainable society. 
For more information on 
ESG and SDG issues, see 
www.sustainable.japan-
times.com/esg

Troubled teens find solace with 
Saori Okada’s support network

Organized by Saori Okada, hair and makeup was provided for teens 
who later celebrated Halloween together.     SAORI OKADA

To create business value, first create shared value

James Hollow and 
Roundtable host 
Ross Rowbury doing 
the COVID-19 
version of a hand-
shake    
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PHOTOMATE

James Hollow, CEO and founder of the strategic consultancy Fabric K.K.  TAKU INOUE FOR PHOTOMATE

Fabric is a strategic consultancy that helps 
businesses reframe problems to create shared 
value.    TAKU INOUE FOR PHOTOMATE

Saori Okada  
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