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Much has changed in Japan 

I have been visiting Japan for well over a decade, however due to COVID this was my first trip since 2019, and much 

has changed over this time. 

1. COVID has exposed multiple areas of structural underinvestment. 

2. Electric vehicles (EVs) are on the rise globally (although not yet in Japan).

3. Similar to other economies, inflation is ever present in Japan, with accompanying wage pressures.

The digital transformation revolution

What struck me after landing was that the first taxi I was in took credit cards — and so did every other cab. This is 

something we take for granted, but last time I was in Japan, most taxis only took cash. I thought, “Wow, investment 

into digital product and digital transformation (DX) has really picked up.” This conclusion was correct, as of the 

16 meetings over four days I attended, virtually all companies spoke of related investment. COVID resulted in a move 

to working from home and like many, Western businesses adapted and learned efficiencies rather quickly. This was the 

case only for select businesses in Japan, as many had historically invested very little in infrastructure so they lacked 

the necessary digital capabilities to cope with the sudden office exodus. 



As in the west, COVID was a catalyst for change. 

Throughout the pandemic, Japanese businesses started 

to invest in DX, but I believe this is only the beginning 

of what is sure to be an enduring trend. Companies 

we spoke with estimated growth of around 10% for 

the next few years. In a largely non-growth economy, 

this growth is staggering. There is a potential for our 

portfolios to benefit from this trend through our current 

investments in Nomura Research Institute (a consultancy 

similar to Accenture that focuses on companies’ digital 

infrastructure) which helps businesses form plans 

to transform their operations, as well as our existing 

investments in Keyence, a global leader in automation 

solutions. Other businesses that benefit from this trend 

are now a focus area for us.

Automotive electrification

Switching to another area where Japan is also lagging the 

rest of the world — EVs. Think about the various Battery 

Electric Vehicles (BEVs) you have seen on the road. Tesla, 

of course, but brands such as Volkswagen, Hyundai 

and Ford also come to mind. Toyota, one of the largest 

automotive companies globally, is noticeably absent 

from this list. Our meeting with Toyota revealed that the 

sleeping giant has awoken. Under new management, 

Toyota aims to deliver its first scaled BEV in 2027. It was 

also clear that Toyota will be embarking on a multi-

billion dollar investment program in order to build a BEV 

platform. This will send reverberations throughout the 

manufacturing sector in Japan. Given the higher robot 

density (a measure of robots used in manufacturing 

per 10,000 workers) of BEVs compared to internal 

combustion vehicles, we believe that robotics may 

become a key beneficiary of Toyota’s higher spending, 

setting up the potential for our investment in robot maker 

Fanuc to see outsized gains.

Inflation, labour and wage pressures 

No country-centric trip would be complete without 

gaining a view on the overall economic environment. In 

Japan, much like other developed economies, inflation is 

rampant, and there are labour shortages as well as wage 

pressures. What is different is that labour shortages, 

driven by aging demographics, existed prior to COVID 

— but there were still minimal wage pressures. Driven by 

higher inflation, wage pressures are now evident, which 

when combined with labour shortages create a very 

dynamic environment. The Bank of Japan has started 

removing certain elements of quantitative easing (QE), 



This article includes forward-looking information that is based on the opinions and views of Empire Life Investments Inc. as of the date 
stated and is subject to change without notice. This information should not be considered a recommendation to buy or sell nor should 
it be relied upon as investment, tax or legal advice. Information contained in this report has been obtained from third party sources 
believed to be reliable, but accuracy cannot be guaranteed. Empire Life Investments Inc. and its affiliates do not warrant or make any 
representations regarding the use or the results of the information contained herein in terms of its correctness, accuracy, timeliness, 
reliability, or otherwise, and do not accept any responsibility for any loss or damage that results from its use.

Past performance is no guarantee of future performance.

Empire Life Investments Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of The Empire Life Insurance Company, is the Portfolio Manager of Empire Life 
Segregated Funds. The units of the Funds are available only in those jurisdictions where they may be lawfully offered for sale and therein 
only by persons permitted to sell such units. Commissions, trailing commissions, management fees and expenses all may be associated 
with segregated fund investments. Investments are not guaranteed, their values change frequently, and past performance may not 
be repeated. Any amount that is allocated to a Segregated Fund is invested at the risk of the contract owner and may increase or 
decrease in value. A description of the key features of the individual variable insurance contract is contained in the Information Folder 
for the product being considered. Segregated Fund policies are issued by The Empire Life Insurance Company. 

Please visit us at empire.ca to learn more about Empire Life’s products. 

FOR ADVISOR USE ONLY

® Registered trademark of The Empire Life Insurance Company. Policies are issued by The Empire Life Insurance Company.

The Empire Life Insurance Company

259 King Street East, Kingston, ON  K7L 3A8

Insurance & Investments – Simple. Fast. Easy.®

empire.ca   info@empire.ca   1 877 548-1881

INV-3725-EN-04/23

but we expect further changes as the year progresses. Japanese banks have not done well for several years, but higher 

rates materially benefit them. Anticipating the beginning of the end of full-fledged Japanese QE, late last year we 

initiated a position in one of the country’s megabanks, SMFG, which is a beneficiary of higher rates.

I conclude by saying virtual meetings are great but are no match to concentrated in person meetings which allows 

one to tie together themes, opportunities and challenges in a highly efficient manner. One such example of this is 

staffing firm, Technopro, which we have a position in, and believe has the potential to benefit from all three themes – 

DX, the rise of EVs, as well as structural labour shortages. The additional benefit of world-class sushi, fruit and beef is 

partially offset by the jet lag, for which there is still no perfect solution. 

Thank you for your continued support.

David Mann

http://empire.ca
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