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sustainable japan

Nippon Life insures and invests for sustainability

Unraveling Japanese
companies

HIROKO NAKATA
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

As global asset owners assume greater
social responsibility, insurance companies
are helping to advance sustainability in
various ways. As businesses, their insur-
ance services protect policyholders from
adverse events. As investors, they wield
influence over social issues by strategi-
cally investing premiums collected from
policyholders.

“What's unique about insurers is we
have aspects of both a company and an
institutional investor. It is remarkable
that we can work toward sustainability
in both ways,” Takeshi Kimura, a special

ance Co, said in a recent interview, part of
amonthly series conducted by Naonori
Kimura, a partner for the consulting firm
Industrial Growth Platform Inc.

Kimura said there are three main
domains where Nippon Life promotes

sustainability through its business: people, :
i ality — the issues that impact corporate
financial performance — as investors, we
i can also help our stakeholders achieve

¢ well-being,” he said.

community and the environment.

As for people, Kimura said, the insurer
provides policies that help ease worries
over possible financial risks and thus sup-
ports their well-being. For communities,

i it cooperates with local governments to

i encourage senior citizens to take precau-
i tionary steps to extend their healthy life
i spans, for example by getting periodic

i checkups for cancer.

He said, however, that as an institu-

i tional investor it can have a larger impact
i on social matters beyond what it can

i do through its services for financial and

¢ health support alone. “If we investors can

i encourage investee companies to address
i abroader range of social issues affecting

¢ their employees, consumers or communi-
i ties, it would lead to better well-being of

i insurance policyholders,” he said.

He pointed to the possible magnitude

i of the impact, saying that Nippon Life’s

¢ policyholders total more than 10% of the
i country’s population. Many of them work
i forits investee companies, buy their prod-
i ucts or live in communities where the
adviser to the board for Nippon Life Insur-
¢ he said.

companies or their suppliers are located,

Kimura said focusing on people’s well-

i beingisnot only an ethical matter for

i corporations, but also leads to higher eco-
i nomic value, as it helps to raise productiv-
i ity and eventually overall macroeconomic
i ability, such as by failing to provide a safe
i working environment or fair wages, this

i can contribute to higher job turnover and
¢ labor shortages while also hurting work-

i place morale and productivity. These fac-
¢ tors may undermine corporate value in

i thelongrun.

growth. “By focusing on financial materi-

Kimura emphasized that taking a long-

Kimura talks with

Kimura at Nippon
Life’s offices in
Tokyo’s Marunouchi
district.
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interviewer Naonori :
i assets, health conditions, work environ-

¢ ments, and skills and knowledge. Kimura
i said the TISFD plans to publish a beta

i framework in 2026 and a final version in
i 2027, becoming the third international
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: term perspective is significant in order

: for top executives to make good business
i decisions and for institutional investors

i like insurers and pension funds to fulfill

¢ their fiduciary duty. If companies sacri-

i fice stakeholders’ well-being amid intense

competition to increase short-term profit-

The trend of focusing on people’s well-

i being will likely be accelerating following
: last September’s establishment of a global
i initiative, the Taskforce on Inequality

i and Social-related Financial Disclosures

i (TISFD), so that stakeholders of compa-

i nies and financial institutions can assess

: if these organizations properly address

social inequalities, including incomes,

i disclosure standard framework, following
¢ the Taskforce on Climate-related Finan-

© cial Disclosures (TCFD) and the Taskforce
i on Nature-related Financial Disclosures

. (TNED).

“We can’t ignore system-level risks

: and opportunities in social issues. Inves-

© tors should prioritize people’s well-being

i alongside climate change and biodiver-

i sity,” said Kimura, who is a member of

i the TISFD steering committee. He is also

¢ amember of the board of Principles for

i Responsible Investment (PRI), a U.N.-sup-
i ported network of institutional investors.
i Responsible investment is an approach

: that takes environmental, social and gov-
i ernance factors into account.

Kimura also said asset owners are hav-

i zero carbon emissions to avoid fossil fuels,
: leading to price hikes in natural gas, which
i hasalower environmental impact than
coal, along with copper, lithium and other
i metals necessary for producing renew-

i able energy. “As aresult, green inflation

i eats into the real buying power of those

¢ with low incomes, widening the inequal-
¢ ity gap,” Kimura continued. “That in turn

i dampens the momentum of sustainabil-

{ ity in society.”

“Investors recognize that developing a

sustainable society is challenging unless
i youinvestin strategies that consider peo-
i ple and the planet together,” he said.

Kimura said inequality is growing seri-

i ousin Japan as well, although few people
: pay much attention to it. About 30% to

i 40% of households can't afford some

¢ basics including food, housing, education
i and health care. “The fact that they can-

© not lead a basic life means it is a big issue
¢ for human rights,” he said.

“Given the overall situation, the social

system has already become highly vulner-
i able to additional negative factors like ris-
i ing prices,” he said.

Despite this, Kimura emphasized that

. Japan can still take the lead globally in

i addressing social challenges. He pointed

: to the traditional Japanese philosophy

i onsocial capital, which is deeply rooted

¢ in many companies and serves as the

i foundation for their business operations.
i One example is what happened after the
i Great East Japan Earthquake, he noted.

i Quite a few businesses worked to rebuild
i devastated factories in the northeast and
: i protect employment. “Supporting local

i ing second thoughts about their past strat-
i egies to promote sustainability. “Many of

¢ them are beginning to realize that a ‘silo-

i type approach focusing only on solutions
i to climate change has serious side effects,”
i hesaid.

i For example, addressing climate change
i often induces “green inflation” — higher
i prices during the transition to net zero. In
© the past decade, countries have promoted

communities and maintaining the qual-

© ity of public services ultimately leads to
i along-term supply of high-quality talent,
i which benefits companies themselves,”
¢ Kimura said. Such actions and behaviors
i are commonplace for Japanese compa-

nies, but within the context of TISFD,

¢ they are likely to be highly valued in
i terms of financial materiality as “silent
i excellence.”

NAONORI KIMURA
INDUSTRIAL GROWTH PLATFORM
INC. (IGPI) PARTNER

Nippon Life Insur-
ance Co. promotes
sustainable man-
agement with a
long-term focus on
people, community
and the environ-
ment, leveraging its dual roles as an
insurance company and an institutional
investor. Its approach is characterized
by integrating social and economic
value through multilayered strategies
such as financial support geared to the
well-being of employees and policy-
holders, contributions to community
health and strengthening investmentin
human capital.

Nippon Life participates in many
international initiatives, one of which
is the Taskforce on Inequality and
Social-related Financial Disclosures
(TISFD), and Kimura is a member of the
initiative’s steering committee. It was
impressive to see the emphasis on the
perspective of “double materiality”
(taking into account significant impacts
as well as financial considerations) as
well as a foundation for dialogue with
investors and the building of trustin the
capital market by exercising systems
thinking that connects people and the
planet to address system-level risks
that arise from social issues. Kimura
emphasizes the importance of view-
ing TISFD not as a new burden but as
a strategic opportunity to visualize
and transform the company’s earnest
efforts into competitiveness on the
international stage. This is particularly
significant for Japanese companies, as it
offers a unique opportunity to redefine
theirinherent “silent excellence” against
international standards.

Poppins’ EduCare;

Education

EMI MAEDA
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

In Japan today, opportunities for women
to participate in the workforce continue
to expand. According to the latest survey
by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communications, dual-income house-
holds accounted for nearly 70% of all
married households in 2024, totaling 13
million.

Yet challenges remain. Having children
or elderly parents often creates major
barriers to sustaining a career. Issues such
as trouble with finding child care or hav-
ing to leave ajob to provide elder care are
not just personal problems; they directly
affect companies and the sustainability of
society as a whole.

Since its founding in 1987, Poppins
Corp. has supported working women
by providing reliable solutions for both
child care and elder care, with a mission
of accompanying women through every
stage of life. Today, that vision is carried
forward by Group CEO Maiko Todoroki,
the daughter of the founder, who has
adapted the company’s founding spirit to
the needs of the times.

Starting as Japan's first provider of
nanny training and placement, Poppins
has expanded into education, child care,
elder care and even pet care, building a
comprehensive system to support work-
ing families. These initiatives are directly
tied to addressing social challenges such
as Japan's declining birth rate, aging popu-
lation and the promotion of women’s
participation in the workforce, contribut-
ing to the creation of a more sustainable
society.

ence program. POPPINS

Defining the EduCarer

i TheJapan Times spoke with Todoroki about
: Poppins child care services. “Back then, kin-

i dergartens were seen as places for education,
¢ while day care centers carried the image of

i being merely places to leave’ children. My

i mother, the founder, believed we needed

© to create high-quality environments where

i parents would want to entrust their children
i evenas they pursued their own work.”

Guided by this principle, the company

i operates nanny services, licensed and cer-

i tified child care centers, and employer-

i sponsored facilities, providing stable

i environments for working families. It has

i also established after-school clubs and edu-
cational programs that offer children safe,

i engaging places to learn beyond regular

i school hours. In addition, Poppins runs inter-
¢ national and bilingual schools that provide

i global education from early childhood. In all,
i it delivers a broad range of services to meet

¢ the diverse needs of families. :
i When the company was founded, the con- :
i cept of early childhood education was still far
¢ from mainstream in Japan. Yet research was

i beginning to show that the environment

i from birth has a profound impact on brain

i development and that learning begins the

: moment a child is born. With this recogni-

i tion, Poppins sought to go beyond custodial

i care and integrate educational elements. Out
i of this approach emerged EduCare.

The aim of EduCare is to nurture the skills

¢ that children need to thrive while also cul-

i tivating empathy and emotional richness.

i By grounding child care in the growth of the

i heart, children naturally acquire learning and
i sensitivity in their daily lives, strengthening

¢ their ability to live independently within

: society.

Todoroki said: “What matters isnot the

i accumulation of knowledge, but the nurtur-
¢ ingof qualities such as sensitivity, self-esteem :
i and perseverance. The highest standard of
. i EduCareisnot about handing down informa-
i tion;itisabout cultivating the strength to live. :
i When children take the initiative to learn,
i adults should not stand merely as instructors.
i They should stand as facilitators, supporting
i each step ofa child's growth.”

Poppins Active Learning International School is approved under the Cambridge Early Years
: program for children age 3 and above. POPPINS

i documentation.

“Children make new discoveries every

. single day,” Todoroki said. “Recording those
i small expressions with care and connect-

i ing them to the next stage of learning is

i essential to the practice of EduCare.”

According to Todoroki, documenta-

i tion at Poppins is guided by two frame-

i works. The first is “multiple intelligences,”
i atheory proposed by Harvard University
¢ professor Howard Gardner. She explained
i that it recognizes each child as possess-

i ingamultifaceted individuality and said

i educators are encouraged to understand

¢ children’s uniqueness from multiple

{ perspectives.

The second framework is the three-step

i approach of “see, think, and wonder.” First,

see: Caregivers carefully observe a child’s
expressions and actions. Next, think:

i They reflect on why a particular activity

emerged, why a child’s eyes lit up or what

© might lie behind a smile or a moment of
i sadness. Finally, wonder: They ask how

: this learning can be carried forward, and
. Putting EduCare into practice

¢ In her daily guidance, Todoroki reminds

¢ child care professionals, “Never overlook a
¢ childs fleeting spark of discovery.” Captur-
i ing those moments with care and mak-

i inglearning visible is what Poppins calls

what kind of scaffolding can help the child

i explore further.

Through this stance of scaffolding,

i caregivers receive each child's small
i expressions with care and support them
¢ in taking the next step in their learning
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i journey.

Todoroki also emphasizes the impor-

¢ tance of giving children opportunities to

i encounter authenticity in their everyday
¢ lives. The practice of EduCare reflects the

i belief that by engaging with the genu-

i ine — through all five senses — children

i develop the capacity to learn in a deeper,

i more lasting way. A Steinway grand

i piano allows children to experience the

¢ resonance of live music from an early

i age.In physical education, programs are

¢ supervised by Olympic athletes, who

: also visit in person to provide direct guid-
i ance. The company also collaborates with
i experts in the arts and programming to

i offer children high-quality experiences

i from an early stage. “As children encoun-

i ter authentic, high-level experiences in

i their early years,” Todoroki noted, “their

© sensitivity and creativity are profoundly

¢ shaped”

The company has also enhanced Edu-

© Care by integrating insights from neuro-
i science into its daily practice. Todoroki

i cited the work of Dr. Jack Shonkoff, the

i founding director of Harvard's Center on
i the Developing Child, who likens infant

i brain development to a tennis match.

Babies send signals through eye con-

i tact, vocalizations and movement. When
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Such insights also challenge Japan's

i deeply rooted “3-year-old myth” — the
¢ notion that mothers must raise their chil-
i dren by themselves until the age of 3. In
i reality, it is impossible for a single adult
i torespond continuously to every signal
 aninfant sends, nor is it considered ideal.
‘ Rather, it is thought that when fathers,
i grandparents, caregivers and other adults
¢ share in these interactions, a child's brain
¢ can be nurtured in richer and more
i diverse ways.

In its practice of EduCare, Poppins

i also emphasizes fostering diversity and a
: global outlook. “Being global is not about
: speaking English,” Todoroki explained.

i “The stage is no longer limited to Japan —
i itis the world. What matters is whether

¢ children can look beyond their immedi-

i ate surroundings and imagine someone,

i somewhere else in the world. That abil-

i ity to extend empathy across borders is a
i vital skill fostered through EduCare.”

Exposure to different cultures and

i values from an early age provides the

i foundation for accepting diversity and

¢ forms the basis for later participation in

i the international community. With this

i in mind, in July Poppins Active Learning

i International School became an approved
i provider of the Cambridge Early Years

i program for children age 3 and above,

¢ which places the child at the center and

i encourages self-directed learning through

i play.

. Addressing challenges

Drawing on her overseas experiences,

i Todoroki began to question why mothers in
i Japan are expected to raise children alone.

i She stresses the need to ease the sense of

i responsibility that mothers unconsciously

i impose on themselves, as well as the expec-
¢ tations society assumes, and instead provide
i families with a wider range of choices.

By engaging highly trained profession-

als to provide quality education and care,
: mothers can be freed from the belief that

Maiko Todoroki

Cultivating kids’ resilience for life

i these signals are met with a response,

i synapses are strengthened and the brain
i develops. Conversely, when infants

i receive no response, their development

i can be hindered. Building on this idea,

: Todoroki noted: “An infant’s learning is

¢ nurtured through reciprocal interaction.
i Thatis why I tell caregivers it is essen-

i tial to always receive a child’s signals and
¢ respond to them with care.”

POPPINS

“Imust do everything myself” For chil-
i dren, interacting with a variety of adults
i offers richer, more enjoyable experiences.

For working families, child care must

i take place in environments of trust. When
¢ those hours also foster learning and emo-

i tional growth, their value increases sub-

¢ stantially. EduCare defines that time as a

i time for growth, with Poppins actingas a

i bridge between home and society.

Todoroki reflected on the broader

i vision: “The founder often said that edu-

i cational approaches such as Steiner, Mon-
i tessoriand Reggio Emilia all began with

i the philosophy of a single individual. In

i the same way, we hope that the Poppins

¢ Approach will one day be recognized

i internationally as its own model.”

In closing, Todoroki shared her vision for

¢ the future: “Work styles in Japan have largely
i been shaped from a male perspective. But

i today, women play a vital role in society.

i Thatis why we must rethink support sys-

i tems and benefits from the perspective of

i women — not only shorter working hours,

¢ butalso how household tasks, child care and
i elder care can be shared with society rather

¢ than carried alone. Expanding these new

i optionsis essential.

“In fact, more people are beginning to

: accept the idea of outsourcing domes-

© tic tasks, and the use of babysitters and

i support services is spreading. This is an

i inevitable shift —and also a significant

i opportunity for Poppins. Beyond the 38

i years we have dedicated to supporting

i working women, I believe a new value

¢ axis of society is emerging: well-being.

i When women shine, society shines —

i and together, we can change the world.”

i The Sustainable Japan section
© highlights issues related to the
i environment and a sustainable
i society. For more information,
: scan the QR code.




