
Chuken kigyo: The secret of Japan’s 
manufacturing success
Though some of Japan’s best-known manufacturers have lost ground to regional rivals in 
recent years, it is the country’s chuken kigyo – strong, medium-sized companies – that continue 
to fly the national flag through their dedication to maintaining traditional monozukuri values.

While it may be massive Japanese 
corporations such as Sony, Sharp 
and Panasonic that took over the 
world of consumer products in the 
1990s – and indeed remain iconic 
brands synonymous with the fa-
mous ‘Made in Japan’ trademark 
and its reputation for high-quality 
– today chuken kigyo is undeniably 
a more relevant symbol of Japan’s 
great manufacturing and techno-
logical prowess. 

Whereas some of the coun-
try’s largest manufacturers have 
in recent years lost market share 
to regional rivals that endeavor to 
replicate the processes of Japanese 
monozukuri, Japan’s smaller, lesser-
known manufacturing firms – who 
make up the so called chuken kigyo 
sector – continue to dominate niches 
upon which global industry depends. 

A combination of ‘mono’, mean-
ing thing, and ‘zukuri’, meaning the 
act of making, monozukuri is often 
translated as ‘craftsmanship’ in 
English. But monozukuri not only 
focuses on crafting the highest 
quality products, it also stands 
for sustainability and working in 
harmony with the surrounding 
environment. The philosophy is 
synonymous with Japan’s army 
of SME manufacturers, who are 
often hailed as the “hidden cham-
pions” of the nation’s reputed in-
dustrial sector.

Hideaki Imaie, President and 
CEO of SANSHO MEC – a com-
pany which specializes in parts 
and assembly for the Japanese 
electronics and automotive indus-
tries – can testify to this. 

“The most distinguished Japa-
nese industry is automotive, sym-
bolizing Japan as a country by its 
production of high-quality goods 
through distinguished processes,” 
he says. 

“But when we’re talking about 
this industry, we are not only talk-
ing about the end-product car 
itself, but the parts required to 
manufacture that car. These parts 

also have to meet the high-quality 
standards. Toyota and Nissan pro-
duce around 100 million cars each 
year with one tenth of those being 
produced by Japanese-based man-
ufacturers. We play a significant 
part in this process.”

In recent years, Japan has faced 
stiff competition from regional 
competitors that try to replicate 
the nation’s manufacturing stan-
dards. And while these competi-
tors may surpass Japan in terms 
of quantity and price, they often 
fail to capture the true essence of 
monozukuri. The SANSHO MEC 

president says that while it is inevi-
table that Japan’s parts manufac-
turers have needed to expand to 
these territories and lower costs to 
compete, the quality of the Japa-
nese product goes unmatched.

“Parts manufacturers in Japan 
are trying to take their automated 
production and sell those cheaper 
parts globally in order to compete 
with cheaper labor production 
from countries such as China, Viet-
nam, Taiwan. The difference is that 
we create these products to satisfy 
the demand for high-quality and 
reliable products,” he says.
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Such a strategy – one increas-
ingly followed by Japan’s chuken 
kigyo – has enabled companies like 
SANSHO MEC to grow their inter-
national base of satisfied clients 
amid stiff competition, helping 
yet further propel the ‘Made in 
Japan’ brand to become world-
wide ambassadors of the nation’s 
renowned monozukuri values. 

The chemical industry – Japan’s 
second largest manufacturing seg-
ment behind transport machinery 
– is perhaps not an area of the 
economy synonymous with envi-
ronmental friendliness. But that is 
a perception Moriroku Holdings is 
determined to change. 

“When you think of the stereo-
typical image that many have of 
chemicals, it is most likely not a 
positive one. However, what we 
value the most is the environment,” 
says Takashi Kurita, president 
of Moriroku Holdings. “There is 
a concern with ocean pollution, 
bio-plastics in particular. Since 

Moriroku: Committed to sustainable, 
innovative chemical solutions 
The 350-year old business is a “true solutions provider” for the automotive segment.

our responsibility is to not nega-
tively impact ocean pollution, we 
use lots of raw material for our 
plastics. We not only recycle but 
we always find a way to reuse any 
scraps or waste.”

As such, the president says the 
company is incorporating envi-
ronmental, social and governance 
(ESG) criteria into its management 
practices with a view to improving 
environmental performance and 
ensure it contributes to the sustain-
ability in every country it operates.

From humble beginnings, 
Moriroku can trace its roots all 
the way back to 1663, when it 
traded in indigo and manure. Fast 
forward to today, and Moriroku is 
a Group of companies that manu-
factures, exports and sells chemi-
cals and synthetic resin products 
for international markets, with 
automotive businesses being its 
main customers. 

“In 2017, we became a 
350-year-old listed company 
which was a huge milestone for 
us. In the same year, we started 
working with Volkswagen in Mex-
ico. This was our first time work-
ing with a European company, but 
since our listing we have been 
expanding to work with other 
European companies. We are now 

starting our second model with 
Volkswagen at its Mexican plant.”

Specializing in the manufacture 
of injection parts for both the in-
terior and exterior of automobiles, 
Mr. Kurita says the company’s 
main strength is that it is a true 
solutions provider.

“From a technical point of view, 
we offer R&D to our clients, we 
don’t simply ask for an opportu-
nity or follow their lead exactly. 
We focus on specializing in this 
innovative technical development 
to make effective solution propos-
als for our customers.”

www.moriroku.co.jp/english/
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