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Today, we would like to explain the background, evolution, and key concepts of 
our “Work-Style Reforms,” which clearly define our human resource strategy as 
one of our management strategies, from both an “Executive” and “Supervisory” 
standpoint. In the corporate value calculation formula, we will mainly focus on 
how to lower the cost of capital.
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Note: The following is an explanation by Fumihiko Kobayashi, Chief 
Administrative Officer.

Work-style reforms are normally talked about in a certain context, for example, 
improving the work environment and boosting employee motivation. Today, 
however, I would like to add the perspective of sustainability in my explanation 
of the reforms undertaken by ITOCHU.
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In 1999, we implemented major revisions to HR programs and, subsequently 
aimed to be an “Employee-Friendly Company.” We did take on numerous 
challenges, but we were becoming an “Employee-Friendly Company” where 
ideals alone were prioritized.

Two reasons were mainly responsible. 

The first was setting many numerical targets that were disconnected from 
reality. Striving obsessively to achieve those targets created mismatches with 
the front lines.The second reason was that we were so overly focused on being 
employee-friendly that the programs expanded in an unintentional manner and 
an increasing number of employees abused their rights.

Reform became necessary.



5



6

Masahiro Okafuji became president in 2010. His first actions were to set up in-
house childcare facilities, which were highly needed, and start on work-style 
reforms to resolve various past problems.

Therefore, 2010 marks the start of the reforms.

When originally implementing the reforms, two major assumptions were 
undeniably recognized about ITOCHU. Both assumptions still hold true.
The first recognizes that the number of ITOCHU employees is significantly 
lower than other general trading companies associated with the former 
zaibatsu industrial groups. In the featured graph, ITOCHU is the bottommost 
blue line. You can see ITOCHUʼs overall level is around 70% of other general 
trading companies. We must maintain and utilize this small but elite system.

The other assumption recognizes that many of ITOCHUʼs direct customers are 
closely connected to consumersʼ lives so ITOCHUʼs employees must engage 
with customers close to the front lines.
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Under these two major assumptions, we aimed to achieve the following five 
targets through the new work-style reforms.
• Due to the small number of employees, our work environment must 

enable each employee to realize his or her full potential than at any other 
general trading companies.

• We aim not just to be employee-friendly but to also provide employees 
with the sense of job fulfillment that accompanies our strict focus on 
achieving results.

• When results are achieved, they will be returned to all stakeholders, 
including employees.

• “Labor productivity” is set as a quantitative target and defined by dividing 
consolidated net profit by the number of employees.

• Reforms are conducted in line with the spirit of “Sampo-yoshi,” which is 
ITOCHUʼs founding spirit and corporate mission.
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The next graph outlines how we will enhance labor productivity through the 
work-style reforms.

To achieve results with a small number of employees, it is of foremost 
importance that employees work efficiently and maintain a high level of 
motivation to work enthusiastically. They also need to be highly capable. Even 
more fundamental, however, is that employees need to be healthy.

All of these factors can multiply each other to raise labor productivity.
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This shows the changes made over time to the main work-style reforms.
Today I will explain the measures outlined in red.
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“Morning-Focused Working System”
This began as an impassioned initiative from top management. By eliminating 
overtime at night and shifting it to the morning, we could increase work 
efficiency. As an incentive for that, if an employee works in the morning, we 
provide the same wage rate as late night overtime. We also provide free 
breakfasts with a wide variety every day.

Since its introduction, we have seen direct results, with evening overtime 
declining from 30% to 5% after 8:00 p.m. Late-night overtime from 10:00 p.m. 
was reduced from 10% to nearly zero. Accordingly, electric power usage, taxi 
fares, and other expenses have also significantly declined. At the time, this was 
considered a drastic change, but many employees and the labor union have 
come to embrace it.

In addition, the Morning-Focused Working System touched off a surprising 
trend. After it began, several hundred companies and organizations asked to 
observe the system. We accommodated all these requests and provided all the 
know-how we had.

We also attracted the attention of the government, and, in June 2014, the 
Cabinet resolved to include the morning-oriented working style in the 
governmentʼs Japan Revitalization Strategy. In 2015, at the encouragement of 
the government, the Keidanren (Japan Business Federation) communicated it 
with various companies. The government launched a morning-focused lifestyle 
initiative under the name Yuukatsu. We ultimately created a major change in 
Japanese society.
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“ITOCHU Health Charter”
ITOCHUʼs management has always considered employee health important and 
established a robust in-house medical care system. In 2016, we adopted the 
Health Charter, which declared “the good health of our employees is the 
foundation of the happiness of all stakeholders.” We disclosed the charter on 
our website. The introduction of the Morning-Focused Working System boosted 
the effect, and we saw quantitative results in health management.
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“Balancing Cancer Care and Work”
I will explain the lead up to introducing these measures. This is a real case 
where one story significantly moved an entire company.

An employee who had been battling cancer for a long time sent an email to 
then-President Okafuji in 2017. His stirring words became the reason for 
introducing these measures. At the time, ITOCHU was ranked No. 2 in an 
employee happiness ranking of companies by an economic magazine. The 
employee read this ranking while receiving support from ITOCHU and 
colleagues during his illness. He sent an email to then-President Okafuji, 
declaring “To me, ITOCHU is not No. 2. It is the best company in Japan. I hope 
to overcome my illness and return to the Company.” Moved by his words, 
then-President Okafuji shared them on the intranet (after receiving permission 
from the employee), beseeching “everyone, letʼs pray that he can quickly 
return to work as soon as possible.”

Unfortunately, the employee passed away two weeks later. At the funeral, 
then-President Okafuji tearfully promised to make ITOCHU the best company in 
Japan, just as the employee had asserted, reiterating this intention to 
employees. The fruit of this was a message to all employees titled, “Donʼt lose 
to cancer,” sent in July 2017.
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In the message, the then-President said that ITOCHU will do its best to help 
employees avoid developing cancer. We will also support those who get cancer 
with advanced medical care. And, in the case of bereavement, ITOCHU will 
ensure the bereaved family has no worries. ITOCHU will subsidize the bereaved 
childrenʼs education expenses at the private school level until they graduate 
from graduate school, no matter how many children they have. In addition, if 
the bereaved spouse wishes to work, we will provide a position in the Company 
or the Group. And, when their children grow up and begin looking for work, we 
will welcome them with a post if they wish to work in the Group. (See slide 
14.)

We promise that they belong here and that employees are family̶always. This 
story elicited a massive outpouring of sympathy internally. In addition, it was 
widely reported. From around the world, we received an outpouring of 
supportive letters and emails from members of the general public without any 
connection to the Company. Many of them cannot be read without crying. 
Then-President Okafuji responded to all of them.
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“Balancing Cancer Care and Work”
This overview introduces representative initiatives.

Prevention
• Alliance with the National Cancer Center Research Institute

• Regularly conduct special cancer checkups for employees Treatment

• The Company covers expenses for advanced cancer treatment not 
covered by insurance

Coexistence
• Construct systems that support balancing medical care and work in the 

workplace

I will elaborate on an important point when discussing measures to support 
balancing cancer care and work.
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Today, it is said that one out of two Japanese people may suffer from cancer. 
In addition, women typically develop cancer at lower age than men. As shown 
in the graph, many women develop cancer in their working age. On the other 
hand, most men develop cancer after they reach old age. These differences are 
thought to be attributable to the unique nature of gynecological cancer, which 
often occurs at younger ages. In fact, women of working age are two to three 
times more likely to develop cancer than their male peers. Therefore, if we 
were to strive for the advancement of women, we must tackle this problem, 
too. Thus, we need systems enabling women to balance treatment and work 
even if they develop cancer in their working age. Such systems form an 
essential infrastructure for a company seeking to support the womenʼs 
advancement. Without these, “sustainability,” in terms of ITOCHUʼs ability to 
support womenʼs ongoing career development, might be limited. 

In addition, ITOCHUʼs measures to help employees coexist with cancer have 
been chosen to receive awards from a number of external organizations, 
including the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. We are heartened, 
although humbled, to be honored in this way. If an employee battling cancer 
provides us with permission, we will also transfer all of his/her health checkup 
data managed by ITOCHU to the National Cancer Center Research Institute. 
Usually, this institute has access only to clinical data regarding the patientʼs 
health status from the first visit onward. However, the utilization of the 
patientʼs health data covering a longer period prior to the development of 
illness is expected to help the institute formulate more effective treatment 
regimens. In addition, such data will serve as an important reference to aid 
cancer research. As such, ITOCHUʼs initiatives are recognized as a major 
contribution to humanityʼs fight against cancer.
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“COVID-19 Countermeasures “
Next, I will explain measures ITOCHU has undertaken to counter the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has spanned the past two years. 

First and foremost, our commitment to the front lines constitutes an 
unchangeable assumption for ITOCHUʼs work styles. Even during the COVID-19 
pandemic, our customers operate at the front lines. They include supermarkets 
striving to keep their shelves full of offerings, convenience stores that are open 
on a 24/7 basis, and home-delivery service providers committed to delivering 
goods on time. After all, peopleʼs daily lives are ceaselessly supported by these 
endeavors. Everything depends on those taking care of the front lines, and 
ITOCHU cherishes their business. With this in mind, ITOCHU acted quickly to 
protect employee safety; to this end enforcing robust infection prevention 
measures within its organization and throughout all Group companies. We also 
have flexibly changed the work system 24 times and continued to stand on the 
front lines. 
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When workplace vaccinations were initiated across Japan in 2021, ITOCHU 
conducted workplace vaccinations at the fastest speed among domestic 
companies to ensure employee safety. On the first day of our workplace 
vaccinations, Mr. Kato, then Chief Cabinet Secretary, visited ITOCHU and 
observed the situation. 

As the forerunner in terms of workplace vaccination, every day ITOCHU 
updated insights into the management of vaccination sites as well as relevant 
manuals and daily operation records on its website. We also accommodated all 
requests for inspection visits, with the hope of assisting other businesses in 
their subsequent efforts to set up vaccination sites with improved convenience. 

In addition, eligibility for ITOCHUʼs workplace vaccinations not only consisted of 
employees at ITOCHU and relevant business partners, but also included 1,500 
childcare facility staff. This, in turn, inspired many municipal governments to 
prioritize their childcare facility staff in vaccinations. In sum, ITOCHUʼs 
approach exemplified the spirit of “Sampo-yoshi,” which aims to give back to 
society instead of solely pursuing the Companyʼs own benefits. 

At a later date, I was honored to personally meet with then Prime Minister 
Suga and receive his words of gratitude for the Companyʼs swift execution of 
workplace vaccinations. 
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From their inception, ITOCHUʼs reforms have been aimed at improving labor 
productivity. As a result, labor productivity has grown 5.2 times greater as of 
March 31, 2022 since the initiation of the reforms. 
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Moving forward, I will discuss our achievements in terms of returns to 
ITOCHUʼs stakeholders.

Both dividends and ITOCHUʼs share price have demonstrated remarkable 
growth, increasing 6.1 times and 4.4 times, respectively from FYE 2011 to FYE 
2022. Thus, we believe that we have been able to provide robust returns to 
our shareholders. Looking ahead to FYE 2023 dividends, we have committed to 
paying a minimum of 130 yen per share. Fulfilling this commitment will realize 
dividends that are more than seven times the FYE 2011 level. In the course of 
achieving these increases, we have also raised employee wages by 20% during 
the period. 
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In 2021, we established the Womenʼs Advancement Committee as one of the 
advisory committees to ITOCHUʼs Board of Directors, with Ms. Atsuko Muraki, 
an independent outside director, appointed as the chair. 

The committee submitted new proposals based on the examination of work-
style reform-related measures that have been conducted by ITOCHU. 

In addition, the accelerated promotion of women to managerial positions has 
been steadily under way. Although there are a number of companies with 
committees aimed at empowering women, it is rare to see companies 
instituting advisory committees to their boards for this purpose. 

Looking ahead, this committee is expected to submit periodic proposals to the 
Board of Directors, with the aim of facilitating a workplace culture supportive of 
womenʼs advancement.



24

Every two to three years, we conduct the Engagement Survey, a major survey 
targeting employees.

ITOCHU has earned leading scores among representative Japanese 
corporations in terms of employee motivation indicators. However, we have 
recently seen a slight downturn in a portion of such indicators compared with 
scores we earned three years ago. Now, we are keenly aware of the need to 
institute further measures to adapt ITOCHU to increasingly diverse value 
systems of young generations and women. 
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Therefore, ITOCHU must move forward toward the next stage of work-style 
reforms while maintaining its assumptions, as discussed earlier, that are 
undeniable. 

In May 2022, we introduced a Morning-Focused Flextime System. This move 
reflects a policy of encouraging employees to come and leave earlier with the 
incorporation of more flexible work style options. Furthermore, we decided to 
allow employees to work from home even when concerns over the COVID-19 
pandemic are absent. The combination of the new Morning-Focused Flextime 
System and the work-from-home program is intended to enable employees to 
realize a flexible working style aligned with the nature of their work duties as 
well as their individual lifestyles. 

We also began providing allowances to help employees balance engagement in 
both work and childrearing in addition to instituting paid leave for infertility 
treatment. We are thus supporting both men and women striving to balance 
their work and private lives. 
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Lastly, I would like to explore the relationship between ITOCHUʼs work-style 
reforms and sustainability. 

As discussed earlier, then-President Okafuji made a promise at the funeral of 
the deceased employee to make ITOCHU the best in Japan and shared his 
commitment with all his colleagues. 

So what does it take to be the best company in Japan? The highest market 
capitalization? Constantly robust profit? 

Thereʼs no definition for that. In recent years, however, the majority of 
businesspeople have come to embrace the concept that a sustainable company 
is a good company. Furthermore, the general public has also reached the same 
conclusion. 
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Recently, seven major institutions announced survey results regarding the 
ranking of attractive employers among job-seeking university students who are 
set to graduate in 2023. 

Thankfully, ITOCHU ranked first among general trading companies in all seven 
rankings. Moreover, ITOCHU was granted the first place amongst all the 
companies in rankings by the four major institutions represented in red font. 
Now, what factors do students prioritize in the course of choosing their future 
employers? They would name higher wages, opportunities for overseas 
assignment and so on. After all, it can be assumed that young people tend to 
choose an employer with robust potential to be entrusted with their lives for 
several decades. Such a company must be “sustainable”. 

If that is the case, we believe that ITOCHU is, to say the least, steadily 
becoming one of the most sustainable companies from the viewpoint of 
students. 
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Here is a new finding from recent in-house surveys regarding changes in the 
birthrate among ITOCHUʼs female employees. Interestingly, the birthrate has 
grown significantly higher in conjunction with the launch of ITOCHUʼs work-
style reforms and the 2010 establishment of an in-house childcare facility. The 
subsequent adoption of health management seems to have served as yet 
another positive factor. As of March 31, 2022, the birthrate reached 1.97. This 
is considerably in excess of both the nationwide average of 1.33 and the 
average of Tokyo citizens, which amounts to 1.13. Especially, the graph 
suggests that the introduction of the Morning-Focused Working System helped 
increase momentum for growth in the birthrate. 

Even today, general trading companies tend to be seen as male-dominated 
organizations. However, this graph can be interpreted to suggest the 
sustainability of ITOCHU, representing outcomes of ITOCHUʼs efforts to ensure 
that no women are forced to disrupt career development or give up on 
work/life balance as they undergo various life events. For women, this finding 
could also be understood as a testament to the presence of a working 
environment that embraces gender equality and is friendly to them. We 
therefore invite ambitious female students to proactively apply for positions at 
ITOCHU. 
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This slide showcases direct evaluations granted by external organizations. 
Although these evaluations do not necessarily represent evaluations on work-
style reforms, ITOCHU was chosen by a number of such organizations, including 
DJSI, to take first place among general trading companies. 

In analyzing ITOCHUʼs reforms from the perspective of sustainability, some of 
our audience members might want to learn more about what exactly sets these 
reforms apart from similar reforms being undertaken by other companies. I 
would say that, generally speaking, ITOCHUʼs reforms are unique because they 
are underpinned by our unwavering commitment to the front lines to embody 
the “Sampo-yoshi,” our corporate mission. 

A sustainable company must be equipped with resilience against radical changes 
in society and capable of flexibly adapting to an evolving environment. In this 
light, we believe that our commitment to the front lines is what enables us to 
remain attentive to even the slightest changes, which may eventually evolve 
into major changes. This allows ITOCHU to accurately adapt to the new 
environment that emerges out of change. These qualities are essential to a 
sustainable company. Moreover, a sustainable company must be supported by 
individual employees acting as front-line merchants with a strong drive to give 
back to society. We believe that their dedication, in turn, empowers ITOCHU so 
the Company can grow, serve as a model for society and, consequentially, 
contribute to social sustainability. 
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When it comes to business initiatives for sustainability, public attention tends to 
be dominated by topics like clean energy utilization and other large-scale 
undertakings. However, unlike other general trading companies centered on 
resource-sector businesses, ITOCHUʼs business is focused on the daily lives of 
consumers. Accordingly, we hope to play our role of, in a broader sense, 
“greening” entire markets we are serving. This is the direction of our work-style 
reforms. They are being undertaken in an ITOCHU way guided by our “Sampo-
yoshi” corporate mission. We also believe that this approach will help us 
enhance corporate value. 

Looking ahead, we will endeavor to live up to our thorough commitment to the 
front lines to enhance our corporate value. 

This concludes my presentation. Thank you for listening.



31



32

Note: The following is an explanation by Outside Director Atsuko Muraki, with 
her extensive experience in government.

Looking at Japan from a macro perspective, we began earnestly discussing 
work-style reforms and womenʼs empowerment during the last ten years. This 
was against a backdrop of expanding burden on social welfare due to the 
falling birthrate and aging population as well as the incursion of massive fiscal 
deficit that will impact the future.

At the time, countermeasures undertaken to address the above problems 
included an increase in consumption tax, more focused provisions of social 
welfare programs, and more efficient program operations. These were quite 
harsh reforms.
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At the time, these reforms were said to entail pain. It was said that while the 
reforms were necessary, these kinds of painful reforms could not be done 
numerous times or for an indefinite period of time.

When we discussed what kind of forward-looking reforms we could do, the 
empowerment of women is what drew our attention. We wondered whether 
we could take measures that firmly support the empowerment of women, who 
are workers and supporters of social welfare, and that also increase the 
number of children, who are the future supporters.
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At the time, what the government focused on is the above graph. In particular, 
look at the graph on the right. The horizontal axis shows the employment rate 
of women, with countries further to the right where more women work. The 
vertical axis shows the total fertility rate. You can see that countries where 
more women work also have higher birth rates. It was shocking that there are 
countries with many women working and high birth rates.
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Why was it that in Japan women were hindered from working and giving birth 
to children? What was the obstacle? Through discussions, we realized that the 
major factors are the long working hours at most workplaces and the prevailing 
workplace atmosphere. It became clear that with everyone working long hours, 
it was very hard to say that I had to go home for my children.

We were finally realizing that to promote the empowerment of women 
(increase supporters), we needed to reform work-styles for both men and 
women.
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Another interesting data point is contained in the above chart. The graph on 
the left shows the hours spent by husbands on homemaking and childrearing in 
households with children younger than six years old. The average in Japan is 1 
hour and 23 minutes. In Europe and the United States, however, 2 to 3 hours 
on average is the norm. Basically, this means that these countries have 
switched over to a double income model where both parents work and raise 
children. We also realized that, as previously mentioned, these kinds of 
countries have high rates of women employment and high birthrate.

The graph in the middle shows Japanʼs data, and the further down you go in 
the graph, the more hours men spend on homemaking and childrearing in their 
households. The blue portion shows the ratio of women who continue working.

What is more interesting is the graph on the right. The further down the graph 
you go, the more men do housework and childcare on Saturdays and Sundays, 
and the white portion shows the ratio who have two or more children.

To be sustainable, Japan could not avoid work-style reforms. While we 
understood this from a macro perspective, it was quite agonizing when we 
were discussing whether the government could place the burden of 
undertaking bold work-style reforms on individual companies alone. Then, the 
government was surprised by ITOCHUʼs Morning-Focused Working System, 
which was announced around this time. We thought, at last, there is finally a 
company truly undertaking work-style reforms.
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In ITOCHUʼs data, there are two points that recently impressed us.

The first is the rate of double income households within ITOCHU. The left side 
is FYE 2001, and the right side is FYE 2022. Amongst married employees, 
those with working spouses have become the majority at ITOCHU. It is 
important to consider what kind of lifestyle to choose, how we balance work 
and life, and how we can enjoy both facets.
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The second is the graph displaying the results of a survey conducted with 
female employees raising children of pre-school age. It shows what affects 
their balance of work and childrearing. This survey revealed that employees 
who continued to work after having children were thankful for the work-style 
reforms and thought the workplace atmosphere is very important.

We got the exact same result as the macro analysis. In conclusion, it seems 
that firmly reforming work-styles for men and women has helped increase 
satisfaction among employees for both their work and life.

As was mentioned in the discussion with CAO Kobayashi, creating an 
employee-friendly company is very important. However, as an outside director, 
I would like to continue monitoring whether ITOCHU can even further become 
a company that is not only employee-friendly but also provides a rewarding 
place to work.
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