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FROM THE
EDITOR

Paul Ashton

Founder
ULPA

Happy New Year and welcome to the
first issue of UZU for 2025! As we step
into January, | hope this year brings you
inspiration, success, and moments of
discovery—both  professionally and
personally.

In this issue, UZU Issue Number 6, we
continue to explore the fascinating
intersections of branding, culture, and
innovation. Our "Inside the Whirlpool"
feature spotlights Mutsumi Ota, the
visionary Founder of Giftee, who shares
insights into building a digital gifting
empire in Japan and beyond. His
journey is a masterclass in cultural
sensitivity and strategic foresight.

'Riding the Kuroshio" this month

focuses on SoftBank, tracing its rise
from humble beginnings to a global
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powerhouse under Masayoshi Son's bold
leadership. It's a story of ambition,
resilience, and the power of vision—a
perfect narrative for kicking off a new
year.

Gordon MclLean, Founder of Fear No
Truth, returns with a compelling piece on
the role of playfulness in purpose
branding. He challenges us to think
differently about how brands can make
an impact while fostering joy and
connection. Gordon’s insights are as
sharp and thought-provoking as ever.

For history enthusiasts, "Who the Hell
Was Tsuneo Watanabe?" uncovers the
complex legacy of a media mogul who
shaped modern Japan.

Our popular columns are here to guide
you through Japan’s unique business
landscape. Japanese Business Etiquette
101 takes on "Nemawashi," the critical
practice of consensus-building in Japan,
while Business Japanese for People in a
Rush provides quick, practical tips to
sharpen your communication skills.

I'm particularly excited about our book
review this month, featuring Tokyo
Underworld, a gripping account of Japan’s
post-war transformation through the lens
of organized crime. It's a must-read for
anyone looking to wunderstand the
undercurrents shaping Japan’s unique
landscape.

Thank you for being part of UZUs
journey. Here’s to another year of
curiosity, creativity, and growth. Lets
keep that whirlpool spinning!


https://www.linkedin.com/in/paulashtonuk/
https://www.ulpa.jp/
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HOW CAN IT NOT KNOW
WHAT IT IS?

BY PAUL ASHTON
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In the late 1980s, Japan was everything America
feared and everything the world envied. Tokyo had
become the financial epicentre of the world. The
Nikkei hit record highs, Japanese companies claimed
eight of the world’s ten largest spots, and their GDP
per capita soared 10% higher than America’s. It wasn't
just a financial reality; it was a cultural moment.
Japanese conglomerates snapped up prized assets,
including the Rockefeller Center, the crown jewel of
American real estate at the time. Even Hollywood
couldn't help but imagine a future with Japan at the
helm, with films like Blade Runner portraying a neon-
tinged dystopia ruled by Japanese influence.

But by the turn of the decade, the unthinkable
happened: the bubble burst. Between 1990 and 1992,
Japan’s stock market lost over $1 trillion, and real
estate prices plummeted, erasing an additional $3
trillion. A nation that once seemed untouchable was
now mired in economic wreckage from which it
would never truly recover. The collapse of the 90s " ...
didn’t just usher in a “lost decade”; it began a malaise
that has stretched into its third consecutive decade.
Japan, once an unstoppable economic miracle, is now
a symbol of stagnation and decline, a cautionary tale
of greed, hubris, and a refusal to adapt.

To wunderstand why Japan fell, you must first |
understand why it rose. In the wake of World War 1],
Japan had nothing but rubble and resolve. Its factories
were destroyed, its labour force decimated, and its j
economy on the brink. Fearing Japan might follow |
China into communism, the United States intervened [}
aggressively, fueling Japan’s recovery with low- -
interest loans, industrial support, and military "
spending during the Korean War. The results were
spectacular. Japanese exports surged, and the
Ministry of Trade and Industry pivoted the nation
from cheap textiles to high-tech manufacturing and

industrial dominance. MY BN,
“IN THE WAKE OF WORLD WAR II, JAPAN HAD NOTHING BUT
RUBBLE AND RESOLVE.” +
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Japan rebuilt its factories with the most advanced technologies on Earth, effectively
leapfrogging competitors and creating a manufacturing juggernaut. By the 1970s, Japan
had become the world’s preferred exporter. Their cars, electronics, and consumer
goods, precise, high-quality, and reliable, dominated global markets. Toyota, Sony, and
Panasonic weren't just companies; they were emblems of Japan’s engineering genius.
Wealth flooded the country, and for the first time, Japanese citizens savoured the
rewards of decades of hard work. Luxury brands flocked to Tokyo’s Ginza district,
finding record-breaking sales among a population eager to display its newfound
prosperity.

Yet the seeds of Japan’s downfall were planted in its success. In the 1980s, Japan’s
booming economy turned into a frenzy of speculation. Cheap credit and low-interest
rates encouraged a culture of borrowing and gambling, not on stocks or businesses,
but on land. Real estate became a national obsession; prices soared to insane heights.
By some estimates, the Imperial Palace grounds in Tokyo were worth more than all the
real estate in California. Banks, flush with capital and confidence, handed out loans
without caution, collateralised by these grotesquely inflated land values.

Then came the Plaza Accords in 1985. Pressured by Western allies, Japan agreed to
appreciate the yen to help rebalance global trade rapidly. The yen strengthened
dramatically, making Japanese exports far more expensive and reducing demand. In
response, Japan did what it always did: it leaned on debt. The government slashed
interest rates even further, sending easy money into the economy. This fueled the fire
of speculation to catastrophic levels. When reality finally caught up in 1990, the bubble
imploded. Land and stock values plummeted overnight, leaving Japan’s economy in
free fall.

“WEALTH FLOODED THE COUNTRY, AND FOR THE FIRST TIME,
JAPANESE CITIZENS SAVOURED THE REWARDS OF DECADES

OF HARD WORK.”
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And vyet, the greatest tragedy wasnt the ez
crash itself; it was what came afterwards.
Other nations have faced financial
meltdowns and rebounded, often more
potent for it. But Japan froze. When banks §
were left drowning in bad debt, the
government refused to let them fail.
Insolvent institutions were propped up and
allowed to operate as “zombie banks,
technically  alive  but incapable of
contributing to the economy. Instead of
cutting their losses and moving forward,
Japan delayed, enabling these banks to lend
to unproductive businesses with no future.
The result was a decade of paralysis, where
bad loans piled up and innovation ground to
a halt.

As the government stumbled through the
1990s, its fiscal policies compounded the
crisis. Stimulus spending was minimal and
poorly  targeted, poured into rural
infrastructure projects that did little to drive
economic activity. Bridges, roads, dams and
white elephant projects like modern art
museums and seldom-used sports stadiums,
monuments to waste, sprang up in places
where no one needed them, while urban
centres, the actual engines of economic
growth, were left underfunded. Meanwhile,
consumer confidence took repeated hits,
especially after a disastrous decision to raise
the consumption tax in 1997. Just as the
economy showed signs of life, the tax hike
crushed household spending and plunged
Japan back into recession.

CTIC I
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By the turn of the millennium, Japan’s central ¥ SR
bank had slashed interest rates to zero, but %ﬁ‘; e % s

“CONSUMER CONFIDENCE TOOK REPEATED HITS,
ESPECIALLY AFTER A DISASTROUS DECISION TO RAISE THE
CONSUMPTION TAX IN 1997.”
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it was too late. The country had entered a liquidity trap where even free money
couldnt spur borrowing or investment. Deflation took hold, with prices falling year
after year, discouraging spending and deepening the cycle of stagnation. It wasn't
until 2001 that Japan finally turned to quantitative easing, but after a decade of
inaction, the damage was irreversible.

Japan's corporate culture was at the heart of this inertia, a regressive, cronyistic
system built on loyalty, hierarchy, and stagnation. Banks and businesses, tied together
through cozy relationships with regulators, protected the status quo at all costs.
Failing companies were kept alive, choking out competition and innovation.
Productivity growth slowed to a crawl, as Japan’s vaunted corporations refused to
adapt to a changing world. This was a culture where working long hours mattered
more than working smart. Face time and subordination replaced creativity and
results.

And here lies Japan’s greatest existential crisis. Much like the replicants in Blade
Runner, Japan seems trapped in its own bubble, disconnected from the harsh realities
of what it has become. The world has changed, yet Japan’s economy often feels like
it's still living in the haze of its post-bubble euphoria, as though no reckoning ever
occurred. To truly recover, Japan must confront the uncomfortable truth: it no longer
knows what it is. The illusion of prosperity, the inertia of its traditions, and the weight
of its own past success have clouded its identity.

7 ..

R

»

i
;s -

“WORKING LONG HOURS MATTERED MORE THAN WORKING
SMART. FACE TIME AND SUBORDINATION REPLACED

CREATIVITY AND RESULTS.”
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But there is hope in rediscovery. Japan’s
start-up economy is showing signs of life
for the first time in decades. Young,
ambitious entrepreneurs are beginning to
shake off the dust of the old system and
bring fresh innovation to the table.
Venture capital is trickling in, and the
government, albeit cautiously, is starting
to recognise that protecting the past will
not build the future. The walls around |
immigration are beginning to crack ever |
so slightly as the need for global talent
becomes undeniable.

It's a change thats come far too late,
about 15 years too late. But it is
happening. If Japan can sustain this
momentum for another ten years, its
leaders can embrace reform, and its S
culture can reimagine what it means to |
succeed, there is a path forward. A .
second renaissance is not impossible. s g
Will Japan reclaim the impossible heights |
of the 1980s? Doubtful. But will it improve !
on its current position? It must.

For a nation whose  greatest -(
achievements were built on resilience 3
and reinvention, the answers lie within. =5
To know yourself, to know what you are, &
is the root of all soul-searching and all
transformation. Japan’s future depends
not on the echoes of its past but on its
ability to break free from its illusions and
redefine itself for a new age. The sun that
once set so harshly on Japan now has a
chance to rise again, and this time,
whether it soars or sputters will
determine the soul of the nation for
generations to come.

“TO KNOW YOURSELF, TO KNOW WHAT YOU ARE, IS THE
ROOT OF ALL SOUL-SEARCHING AND ALL TRANSFORMATION.”
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CRACKING JAPAN’S CODE

BY PAUL ASHTON @
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BYD has done what | thought was impossible. When the Chinese automaker
announced its entry into Japan in 2023, | rolled my eyes. Another foreign company,
charging headfirst into the most insular car market on the planet, hoping to succeed
where so many others had failed. It felt naive, almost comical. Japan, after all, doesn’t
just love its domestic automakers, it reveres them. The streets are dominated by
Toyotas, Hondas, and Nissans, with their relentless cycle of updates, endless model
variations, and deeply ingrained consumer loyalty. Even the mighty Hyundai, with all
its global clout, has floundered here, its footprint a rounding error compared to the
teeming ranks of domestic brands. And yet, less than two years later, BYD has proven
me spectacularly wrong.

What's most remarkable is not just that BYD has managed to establish a presence, it's
how quickly they've turned a whisper of a brand into a name that consumers are
beginning to recognise, even trust. It’s a feat that has less to do with luck or brute force
and everything to do with strategy. BYD is rewriting the rulebook for foreign
companies in Japan, showing an understanding of the market that | didnt think a
newcomer could muster.

Their approach has been nothing short of audacious. It starts with their marketing. In
a country where trust is hard-won and first impressions last, BYD launched with a
nationwide TV campaign that was equal parts stunning and strategic. Featuring the
beloved actress Masami Nagasawa, the ads were both futuristic and warmly human,
painting BYD not as an outsider trying to break in, but as a technology-driven, eco-
conscious

/ »

“IT'S A FEAT THAT HAS LESS TO DO WITH LUCK OR BRUTE
FORCE AND EVERYTHING TO DO WITH STRATEGY.”
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friend already at home in Japan. The tagline,
roughly translating to “The more you know, the
more youll like it, BYD!”, is the kind of :
confident, yet humble, messaging that
resonates with a Japanese audience. It
acknowledges the scepticism, meets it head-
on, and then gently, persistently wins you over.

What’s clever is how they followed up on this
with a campaign that wasn't just about flashy
cars, but about demystifying EV technology for
a public that remains wary of it. BYD didn't
assume they could win people over with price
or specifications alone. Instead, they hosted EV
fairs, allowed potential customers to test-drive
their cars, and encouraged questions. It was
hands-on, personal, and rooted in building .
relationships, precisely what the Japanese ¥

consumer demands.

Even their choice of dealerships reflects this
cultural sensitivity. BYD partnered with
established local networks, taking over spaces
previously occupied by prestigious brands like
Jaguar. These aren't just business decisions
theyre symbolic gestures. By embedding
themselves in spaces already familiar and
trusted, BYD positioned themselves not as
intruders, but as a natural part of the
landscape.

But let's talk about the cars themselves,
because they are perhaps the most surprising
piece of the puzzle. BYD hasn't fallen into the
trap of many foreign brands, thinking that
Japanese consumers are clamouring for
Western or Chinese interpretations of what a
car should be. Instead, they've tailored their

“IT WAS HANDS-ON, PERSONAL, AND ROOTED IN BUILDING
RELATIONSHIPS, PRECISELY WHAT THE JAPANESE CONSUMER
DEMANDS.”
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lineup with an almost obsessive attention to
what works in Japan. The ATTO 3, a compact
SUV, and the Dolphin, a small electric car,
are perfectly suited to the country’s narrow
streets and dense urban environments.
They're practical, affordable, and
technologically advanced in a way that feels
meaningful rather than gratuitous. Heated
seats for icy winters? Check. Parking assist
for tight urban spaces? Check. And their
proprietary Blade Battery technology, with
its blend of safety, range, and cost-efficiency,
answers the lingering concerns many
Japanese consumers still have about EVs.

The pricing is the killer move. BYD’s vehicles
undercut competitors like Tesla by a
significant margin, and even challenge
Japanese hybrids on cost. The Dolphin starts
at around ¥2.5 million—a price point that
isnt just competitive, it's disruptive. For
families looking to move beyond hybrids
but unwilling to splurge on a Tesla, BYD
offers a clear, compelling alternative.

What's striking is how this positioning
outflanks both local automakers and Tesla.
The Japanese giants, with their focus still
largely on hybrids, seem to be caught in a
holding pattern, unable to fully commit to

EVs. Tesla, on the other hand, dazzles but
o doesnt reach. It remains aspirational, a

status symbol for the elite. BYD, in contrast,
speaks directly to the middle class—a
segment too often ignored in the electric
car revolution. They’ve found the sweet spot
between  affordability and  aspiration,
creating a product that feels both innovative
and accessible.

“THE JAPANESE GIANTS, WITH THEIR FOCUS STILL LARGELY ON
HYBRIDS, SEEM TO BE CAUGHT IN A HOLDING PATTERN.”
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There’s something almost poetic about how quickly BYD has gained traction in Japan. It
speaks to the power of persistence and an almost ruthless clarity of vision. They saw
what others missed—the gaps in the market, the missteps of their competitors—and
moved with precision. Japanese automakers, for all their might, have been complacent.
They've relied on their dominance, on the cultural inertia that has kept foreign brands
at bay for decades. BYD didn't play by the same rules. They didn't try to beat Toyota
and Honda at their own game—they changed the game altogether.

Tesla, too, should be worried. For all its innovation, Tesla still feels like a brand with a
ceiling in Japan. It's beloved by enthusiasts, sure, but it doesnt yet have the mass
appeal required to truly dominate. BYD, with its omnichannel marketing and its
relentless focus on affordability and practicality, is the brand that could finally bring
EVs to the masses here.

There’s a delicious irony in watching a Chinese automaker—long dismissed by
Japanese consumers as a producer of cheap, low-quality vehicles—emerge as a serious
contender in this market. It's a reminder of how quickly things can change in the world
of business, and how dangerous it is to underestimate a competitor willing to play the
long game.

| dont think BYD's rise in Japan is a fluke. It's a blueprint. They've shown that even in
the most closed-off, challenging markets, there’s always a way in—if youre willing to
listen, adapt, and take risks. And while I'm still getting used to the idea of a Chinese
carmaker outpacing the likes of Toyota and Honda in their own backyard, one thing is
clear: BYD isn't just building cars. Theyre building a future. And theyre doing it in a
way that even the most sceptical among us can't help but admire.

“THEY'VE SHOWN THAT EVEN IN THE MOST CLOSED-OFF,
CHALLENGING MARKETS, THERE'S ALWAYS A WAY IN.”
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WHAT IF PURPOSE BRANDING
COULD BE A BIT MORE PLAYFUL
& A LOT LESS HEAVY?

BY GORDON MCLEAN @
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In recent years, brand purpose has emerged as a cornerstone of modern business
strategy. Companies are expected not just to sell products, but to stand for something,
whether it's combating climate change, promoting social equity, or advocating for
wellness. These are noble and necessary goals, but let's face it: the conversation
around brand purpose can feel awfully heavy. It's all about urgency, responsibility, and
doing the hard, serious work of making the world a better place.

But what if brand purpose didnt have to feel so burdensome? What if brands could
save the planet, uplift communities, and still have a little fun along the way? In fact,
what if a playful approach could make brand purpose more effective, engaging, and,
ultimately, more impactful?

The idea might seem glib, after all, the stakes are high. But playfulness is not about
trivializing the issues; it's about approaching them with creativity, optimism, and
energy. By making purpose a bit more lighthearted, brands can inspire action, foster
deeper connections, and stand out in an increasingly purpose-driven marketplace.

The current model of brand purpose often carries a tone of solemnity. Think of the
marketing campaigns that depict desolate landscapes, ominous voiceovers, or
heartbreaking statistics. These messages are designed to spur action by highlighting
the gravity of the issues at hand. And while they succeed in raising awareness, they
can also leave audiences feeling overwhelmed, powerless, or disconnected.

H e ~ g 7
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“WHAT IF BRANDS COULD SAVE THE PLANET, UPLIFT
COMMUNITIES, AND STILL HAVE A LITTLE FUN ALONG THE
WAY?”
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Heavy messaging often translates to heavy
expectations for consumers, too. People are
asked to buy into a brand’s mission—not just
with their wallets, but with their emotions and
values. For some, this can feel like yet another
demand in a world already saturated with calls
to do more, be better, and fix everything. When
purpose feels heavy, it risks alienating the very
people it's meant to engage. It also limits a
brand’s ability to spark the kind of joyful,
collective energy needed to drive lasting
change. Playfulness isnt just about having fun;
its a mindset that encourages creativity,
curiosity, and connection. In the context of
brand purpose, playfulness can be a powerful
tool for inspiring action and fostering loyalty.

1. Play Breaks Down Barriers

Serious messaging can feel intimidating or
exclusive, particularly for people who don't see
themselves as part of the solution. Playfulness,
on the other hand, is inviting. It creates a sense
of accessibility and possibility, making it easier
for people to engage with a brand’s mission on
their own terms.

2. Joy Fuels Action

People are more likely to act when they feel
inspired and energized rather than guilted or
pressured. Playful campaigns can infuse
purpose with a sense of optimism and
momentum, turning big, daunting problems
into opportunities for collective creativity and
celebration.

3. Creativity Sparks Innovation
Instead of relying on traditional narratives of
sacrifice and struggle, a more playful approach

“WHEN PURPOSE FEELS HEAVY, IT RISKS ALIENATING THE
VERY PEOPLE IT'S MEANT TO ENGAGE.”
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can help brands find new ways to tell their
stories, connect with audiences, and create
impact.

4. Play Builds Community

Purpose-driven brands thrive on building
communities around shared values. Playfulness
fosters connection by creating moments of joy
and shared experience. Whether it's through a
clever campaign, a participatory initiative, or a
sense of humor, play brings people together in
meaningful ways.

Several brands are already showing us how
playfulness can amplify purpose:

Patagonia: Known for its environmental
activism, Patagonia takes its purpose seriously
—but it's not afraid to have fun. From cheeky
taglines like “Dont Buy This Jacket” to quirky
campaigns about the joys of repairing old gear,
the brand uses humor and playfulness to make
sustainability feel relatable and empowering.

Oatly: The plant-based milk company tackles
serious issues like climate change and animal
welfare, but it does so with irreverent humor
and a distinctive voice. QOatly’s playful
packaging, whimsical ads, and tongue-in-cheek
approach make its mission feel fresh and
approachable.

Guayaki Yerba Mate: Positioned as a force for
planetary regeneration, Guayaki infuses its
purpose with energy and vibrancy. By framing
its mission as a celebration of nature and
community, the brand invites consumers to join
in the joy of creating a more sustainable world.

“PURPOSE-DRIVEN BRANDS THRIVE ON BUILDING
COMMUNITIES AROUND SHARED VALUES.”
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These brands prove that playfulness
doesn't dilute purpose—it amplifies it.
They show that you can tackle big issues
without losing your sense of wonder,
humor, or creativity.

Here are some ways brands can embrace
a more playful approach to purpose:

1. Tell Stories That Inspire Joy

Instead of focusing solely on the
problems, highlight the solutions—and
the joy of participating in them. Celebrate
progress, showcase positive impacts, and
invite consumers to imagine a brighter
future.

2. Use Humor Wisely

Humor can be a powerful tool for
breaking down barriers and building
rapport. The key is to use it thoughtfully
and authentically, ensuring it aligns with
your brand’s tone and mission.

3. Encourage Participation

Playful purpose thrives on interaction.
Create campaigns or initiatives that invite
consumers to participate in  fun,
meaningful ways—whether it's through
challenges, games, or creative |
collaborations.

4. Redefine Success

Purpose doesnt always have to be
framed as a lofty, world-changing goal.
Sometimes, its about the small wins:
planting a tree, supporting a local
community, or simply bringing a smile to
someone’s face.

“*YOU CAN TACKLE BIG ISSUES WITHOUT LOSING YOUR
SENSE OF WONDER, HUMOR, OR CREATIVITY.”
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Gordon McLean

Founder
Fear No Truth
www.fearnotruth.com

5. Stay Authentic

Playfulness should never feel forced or performative. It
needs to come from an authentic place, grounded in your
brand’s values and mission.

The challenges we face as a planet are immense. Climate
change, social inequity, and systemic injustice require
urgent and sustained action. But that doesnt mean we
have to approach these challenges with nothing but

solemnity. In fact, a playful mindset might be exactly what
| we need to spark the creativity, collaboration, and

resilience required to tackle these issues head-on.

Playful purpose is about finding joy in the work of making
the world a better place. It's about recognizing that saving
the planet doesnt have to feel like a chore, it can be a
celebration. It's about inviting people to join the
movement, not because they feel obligated, but because
theyre inspired by the possibility of what we can create
together.

Gordon is the Founder of Fear No Truth, a partner
company of Ulpa.

In his career he has launched, built and reinvented some
of the world’s best brands; including Apple, Bacardi, Bank
of Scotland, Bing, Bombay Sapphire, EA Games, GE, Gillette,
Grey Goose, Guinness, Halifax, Hilton, Holiday Inn Express,
HSBC, Perfect Day, Radisson, Sandy Hook Promise, SAP,
ServiceNow, Vodafone, and Wells Fargo.

He has a body of work that's been recognised for its
commercial impact by the IPA and Effies, for its strategic
thinking by the Jay Chiats and AREF, for its cultural impact
by the MoMA, Emmys and TED, and for its creative
excellence by The Clios, One Show, Cannes Lions, D&AD,
and others.

“A PLAYFUL MINDSET MIGHT BE EXACTLY WHAT WE NEED TO
SPARK THE CREATIVITY, COLLABORATION, AND RESILIENCE
REQUIRED TO TACKLE THESE ISSUES HEAD-ON.”
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INSIDE THE WHIRLPOOL
with MUTSUMI OTA

20



This month’s edition of Inside the Whirlpool is, well, a little closer to home. Let me set
the stage...

When | joined giftee as Head of Global Sales back in July last year, | stepped into a
company that's quietly woven itself into the fabric of daily life in Japan. If you've ever
sent a Starbucks eGift or received a LINE gift, you've already been part of the giftee
story—even if you didn't realize it.

giftee’s journey began in 2010 with just one person and a bold idea. Fast forward to
today, it's the digital gifting leader in Japan, with operations expanding across
Southeast Asia and the Middle East, thanks to its acquisition of YouGotaGift. It's not
just a company; it's a bridge builder—connecting people, businesses, and communities
through the power of eGifts.

Their corporate vision? "To provide services that nurture the ties between people,
businesses, and townships through eGifts." And they deliver on it with four distinct
offerings: the giftee-C2C platform, eGift System, giftee for Business, and the eMachi
platform for regional revitalization.

My first brush with giftee was during the pandemic, when [ used the “Go To Travel”
system backed by the Japanese government. Surprise, surprise, giftee powered the
local voucher digital side of that too.

So, who better to sit down with this month than the visionary behind it all? Mutsumi
Ota, giftee’s Founder and CEO. We'll dive into the story of how giftee became a
household name, and Il fire off ten burning questions to get the inside scoop. Let’s
see what we uncover.

“Il STEPPED INTO A COMPANY THAT'S QUIETLY WOVEN ITSELF
INTO THE FABRIC OF DAILY LIFE IN JAPAN.”
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What inspired you to start your business in Japan?

In 2007, when | graduated from university, SNS was just starting to become popular in
Japan. Relationships with real-life friends began to be connected online. On SNS,
congratulatory messages such as "Happy Birthday!" were often exchanged, but [ felt
that messages alone were boring, and there were also cases where we couldn't meet
and celebrate the birthday. In such cases, | thought it would be nice to be able to send
a small gift along with an online message, so | came up with a system where a casual
gift such as a cup of coffee or a donut could be sent in the form of an electronic ticket
and redeemed at a nearby store.

How does Japan's business culture shape your approach?
In Japan, there is a cultural obligation to give something in return whenever you
receive a gift, so | aimed for a gift that would be so simple and casual that no return
gift would be necessary. By sending just a cup of coffee, both the giver and the
recipient can exchange gifts in a relaxed, easygoing way.

What was a key moment that helped you succeed in Japan?

The biggest turning point was around 2014, when we were approached by companies
asking if we could use them as rewards for completing surveys. For corporate use,
orders can be placed in units of 1,000 even if the unit price is 100 to 200 yen, so the
scale of the business can be large. The challenges faced by companies were also
significant, as up until then, when sending paper or plastic gift certificates as
giveaways, delivery, packaging, and labor costs were incurred. With e-gifts, however, all
that is required is to send a URL by email, which was well received as a major cost
reduction, and from then on demand from companies grew significantly.

“l THOUGHT IT WOULD BE NICE TO BE ABLE TO SEND A SMALL
GIFT ALONG WITH AN ONLINE MESSAGE.”
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How do you build strong relationships with clients
and partners here?

giftee’s customers are diverse, including food and
beverage retail brands that issue e-gifts, and
individuals, corporations, and local governments that
purchase e-gifts. In particular, giftee is focusing on
building relationships with brands that issue e-gifts
as it develops its e-gift platform business. The eGift
System is a measure that brands can use to expand
gift demand and also leads to the development of
new customers. Therefore, giftee not only issues e-
gifts, but also supports distribution to individuals,
corporations, and local governments as a partner
that develops gift demand, making full use of our
sales network. In addition to e-gifts, we also provide
a wide range of support to accompany brands in the
digitalization of their digital initiatives, such as the
digitization of shareholder benefits, the generation
of coupons, e-tickets, and coupons, so that we can
support  brands in  their overall digital
transformation.

How do you handle Japan's regulatory requirements?
Each service has its own regulations and guidelines,
but we comply with them as we develop our
business. On the other hand, there are cases where
e-gifts are an innovation in complying with
regulations and guidelines. For example, incentives
in the insurance industry. In 2017, the Financial
Services Agency and insurance industry groups
issued notices calling for the self-restraint of gift
certificate distribution, and as a result, the act of
giving gift certificates as gifts in insurance
solicitation became prohibited in principle. The view
that not only gift certificates but also gift certificates
such as book vouchers and beer vouchers are
inappropriate became a common understanding in

334 companies
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WE PROVIDE A WIDE RANGE OF SUPPORT TO HELP BRANDS IN
THE DIGITALIZATION OF THEIR DIGITAL INITIATIVES, SUCH AS

THE DIGITIZATION OF SHAREHOLDER BENEFITS.
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the insurance industry, and a trend of "not
distributing gift certificates" spread in the field.
However, gifts with a narrow range of uses and
low social appropriateness are permitted to a
certain extent, and e-gifts, which can be
exchanged for specific products provided by
giftee, fall into this category, making it possible
to provide a solution that can be used as an
incentive for campaigns, etc. while complying
with the Insurance Business Act.

What role does innovation play in your
strategy?

Innovation is an indispensable factor for a
company’s growth. At giftee, meeting with
clients are often becomes the source of our
innovation. We have seen many times how a
small comment made during a client meeting
can spark the creation of a new service.

Can you share a marketing tactic that worked
well in Japan?

Although the number of brands issuing e-gifts
has increased, there was a time when it felt like
there was a problem with their popularity in
CtoC. At that time, a service aimed at
corporations, giftee for Business, had a positive
impact on sales and led to CtoC distribution.
giftee for business is a service that allows
corporations to purchase e-gifts and use them
as incentives for their own campaigns, and it is
the ToC, i.e. consumers, who ultimately receive
the e-gifts. Consumers can experience e-gifts
for free through corporate campaigns, and when
they realize how convenient e-gifts are, they are
motivated to purchase them and give them to
friends and family. This became the measure
that boosted CtoC distribution.

“WE HAVE SEEN MANY TIMES HOW A SMALL COMMENT MADE
DURING A CLIENT MEETING CAN SPARK THE CREATION OF A

NEW SERVICE.”
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piftee's Mission

What skills are crucial for success in Japan?

It may not be a “skill” in the usual sense, but I'm