
As concern for sustainability grows throughout the world, corporate management needs to take a long-term view. 
YKK External Director Keinosuke Ono and veteran executive Tadahiro Yoshida exchange opinions about YKK 
management and the “Cycle of Goodness” that lies at its core.

Yoshida: Dr. Ono, since 2007, you have provid-
ed many words of support in your position as 
YKK External Director, but today I would like to 
hear your perspective on YKK management, 
as someone who has studied YKK corporate 
philosophy and management principles over 
many years.
Ono: I’d be delighted to talk about that.
Yoshida: We have inherited, and consistently 
applied, a management style based on the 
“Cycle of Goodness,” which was the corporate 
philosophy of the company founder, Tadao 
Yoshida. First, I’d like to hear your thoughts 
about that philosophy.
Ono: The source of the “Cycle of Goodness” 
is the idea that by contributing to the world we 
enrich ourselves, and enriching ourselves con-
tributes to the development of the world. I think 
this is a fundamental principle that transcends 
time and era, one which is intrinsic in main-
taining and developing all economic activity in 
human societies. However, to follow this fun-
damental principle in both one’s business and 
personal life, you need to have a broad outlook, 
open mind, and a long-term view. You cannot act 
according to this fundamental principle if you 
engage in narrow thinking that focuses on per-
sonal profit and a short-term outlook in which 
you pursue immediate gains. There are many 
corporations that pursue social contributions 
and fairness in their management principles, 
but it is also true that there are many cases of 
companies chasing only immediate profits. As 
a member of the YKK Board of Directors, one 
thing I feel strongly is that when facing very real 
and difficult management circumstances, YKK 
leaders always sincerely strive to implement 
the YKK Philosophy and Management Principle.
Yoshida: You are too kind. Thank you.
Ono: I think what lies behind such a corporate 
climate is the fact that top management has 
many opportunities to talk about the YKK 
Philosophy and Management Principle, and the 
company works tirelessly to constantly com-
municate the message inside and outside the 
company. As well, YKK is still an unlisted com-
pany, and the special shareholder composition 
in which employees, including management and 
holding associations, are major shareholders is 
another important factor in making this possible.
Yoshida: You included that point in your 

Philosophy Chart, in which you do such a won-
derful job of laying out the “Cycle of Goodness”. 
In that chart, what was the main aspect that you 
wanted to highlight?
Ono: In the chart, I gathered all the important 
elements identified by the company founder in 
direct conversation and speech transcripts, and 
organized them as a business model with the 
“Cycle of Goodness” at the core. The first thing 
I noted was the company developed financial 
strength through the employee’s acquisition of 
shares through payroll and bonus deductions 
and the accumulation of retained profit. These 
financial resources are then invested actively 
in facilities, enabling the company to increase 
technological development capabilities and 
competitiveness and create new demand, 
which in turn leads to increased manufactur-
ing, sales, and profits. Then, with an eye to 
long-term stability, the profits are shared with 
customers, partner companies, and the com-
pany itself (internal reserves and dividends), 
and this in turn feeds into the next phase of 
active facilities investment and technological 
development, and so on. I wanted to make it 
clear that the essential nature of the “Cycle of 
Goodness” is a long-term, dynamic process that 
cycles through these various factors.
Yoshida: Your chart certainly lays this out 
visually and makes it easy to grasp the overall 
flow. The “Cycle of Goodness” is a manage-
ment philosophy that arose as we worked to 
solve challenges that we faced in the process 
of growing our business. In other words, it is 
not something created by layering theory upon 
theory. Rather, it is a pragmatic philosophy born 
of hard, diligent study and based on ongoing, 
real experience. I believe this is why employees 
with worksite experience, who are doing the 
hard work at the front lines of business, readily 
understand it.
Ono: Yes. I think it is essential that a manage-
ment philosophy and management principles 
must be properly constructed so that they 
can be used to raise the company’s com-
petitiveness and contribute to its long-term 
development.
Yoshida: I think so, too.
Ono: You have been serving in YKK Group’s 
upper management for many years now, so you 
must have faced situations in which short- and 
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The Ultimate Challenge of 
Marketing Is Creating a Better 
Society

Yoshida: Thank you very much for 

your time today. It has already been 

more than 40 years since I enrolled in 

the Kellogg School of Management at 

Northwestern University in the United 

States, where you time and time again 

taught us through your marketing theo- 

ries about the significance of meeting 

different needs of different customers. 

I still remember it vividly.

Kotler: Indeed, I also remember it 

well. It brings back memories. 

Yoshida: You always mentioned the 

importance of customer satisfaction 

and that companies should practice 

business from the customers’ per-

spective based on the idea of “one-to-

one marketing.”  What impressed me 

the most was, that even in the 1970s, 

“creating a better society through 

marketing” was one of your research 

themes. 

Kotler: People tend to think marketing 

applies only to the commercial world, 

but essentially, its principles can be 

applied to any field. In my attempts to 

prove this, I have constantly expand-

ed my areas of research, studying its 

effectiveness across countless fields. 

Be it vitalization of a community, NPO 

activities, or administration of an art 

or other museum, marketing can be 

very effective. And in the process of 

my research, I hit upon the notion of 

“creating a better society through 

marketing.” I suppose you could also 

call it “searching for a new kind of cap-

italism.” My research continues to this 

day.

Similarity between Professor 
Kotler’s Theories and the “Cycle of 
Goodness”

Yoshida: Back in those days, I could 

easily relate to your marketing lec-

tures.

Kotler: In what way? 

Yoshida: Actually, I found an idea that 

was similar to yours in the YKK Group’s 

corporate philosophy, the “Cycle of 

Goodness.”

Kotler: Goodness… That is very inter-

esting. Is this about YKK’s corporate 

philosophy or about its system of busi-

ness? 

Yoshida: I think it is both.  It serves as 

a corporate philosophy, but it doubles 

as a system that acts as the corner-

stone of our business.

Kotler: Very interesting, indeed. 

Please explain in more detail.

Yoshida: The “Cycle of Goodness” 

was coined by Tadao Yoshida, the 

founder of YKK, to express the compa-

ny’s philosophy in a single phrase. He 

was inspired as a youngster after read-

ing a biography of the American steel 

magnate Andrew Carnegie. Discov-

ering the idea that “no one prospers 

without rendering benefits to others” 

in the book and adapting it as his mot-

to, he kept accumulating ideas that lat-

er led to the “Cycle of Goodness.”

Kotler: So he had such an idea even 

before he started his business. 

Yoshida: Yes, that is correct. In the 

process of developing his business, 

he arrived at the concept of the “Cycle 

of Goodness” by believing that “if we 

plant seeds of goodness and devote 

ourselves to doing good, the good-

ness will invariably be rewarded and 

the cycle of goodness will repeat it-

self endlessly.” He was very particular 

about developing a business based on 

the “Cycle of Goodness” in the field of 

monozukuri*.

Growing and Prospering Together 
by Sharing

Kotler: Please elaborate on the idea of 

the “Cycle of Goodness.” 

Yoshida: Yes. Concerning what a com-

pany should be, founder Tadao Yoshida 

held a strong belief that “businesses 

belong to society.” “An enterprise is 

an important member of society, and 

as such, it must coexist with other ele-

ments of society. Its value will be mea-

sured by the benefits it shares with 

society.” We have carefully considered 

this need for mutual prosperity as we 

planned our business endeavors. We 

determined that contributions to soci-

ety could best be achieved by the con-

tinual creation of value through innova-

tive ideas and inventions. The resulting 

business expansion would bring pros-

perity to consumers and business part-

ners, thus benefiting society.

Kotler: It means that the sharing of 

product quality and cost effectiveness, 

as well as profit, can contribute to the 

growth of society. Please explain it from 

the perspective of a business system. 

Yoshida: Yes. Beforehand, I’d like to 

point out that Professor Keinosuke 

Ono, who studies Business Adminis-

tration, conducted an interesting anal-

ysis that is worth sharing. Please take 

a look at the Chart of YKK Philosophy 

“CYCLE OF GOODNESS” (at the bot-

tom of this page). According to Profes-

sor Ono, the “Cycle of Goodness” is 

centered on “saving,” “employees as 

shareholders,” and “three-party shar-

ing.” First about saving: at YKK (in Ja-

pan), part of an employee’s salary and 

bonus are saved internally. Through 

the employee stock ownership plan, 

that part of the salary is accumulated 

in the form of stock ownership. That 

is, this business system starts with its 

employees. 

Kotler: Normally, a business system 

starts from the top, but your business 

starts with the employees. It is inter-

esting that by acquiring shares of their 

company, employees become the 

shareholders—part-owners if you like. 

Yoshida: That is correct. Professor 

Ono also mentioned that it is one of 

the unique aspects of the “Cycle of 
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Goodness.” It came from Tadao Yoshi-

da’s concept that dividends on stock 

“should be provided only to those 

who contribute their brain and sweat 

to their work.” At the same time, he 

also believed that “stock is a certificate 

for participating in business,” which 

should foremost be owned by the 

employees. We believe that employ-

ees’ earnings through the dividends, 

as well as their salary, are important. 

Another very important notion is that 

even if an employee is a member of 

a wealthy family, he or she can buy 

stocks only within the scope of his/her 

salary and bonus, so that every em-

ployee is equal.

Kotler: I see. That is very fair. Divi-

dends seem an effective means to 

turn a company’s performance into 

employee motivation. How is the ac-

cumulated capital used? 

Yoshida: We actually use this money 

for active capital investment. Even if 
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medium-term management strategies, imple-
mented to maintain market competitiveness 
in the face of immediate changes in the 
environment, were in conflict with the “Cycle 
of Goodness” philosophy, which aims for long-
term development that is always in harmony 
with society. In such situations, as a company 
leader, what sort of stance did you take when 
making policy decisions?
Yoshida: Your question points to the issue that 
I perhaps focus on the most as an executive. 
The first thing I always remind myself is that the 
core must remain stable. That is, our corporate 
actions are based on the “Cycle of Goodness”. 
Even in the face of tumultuous and difficult 
business environments, I am committed to pre-
serving the integrity of the “Cycle of Goodness”.
The second thing I would tell myself is that if 
we are not keeping up with the times, we have 
to make changes. The times and the market 
demand many responses from corporate man-
agement, but with the “Cycle of Goodness” 
forming a stable core, we do not need to fear 
such revisions and changes. As an executive, I 
believe it has been my job to determine what 
can and cannot be changed and steer a course 
based on that.
Ono: I see. That is very interesting.
Yoshida: What do you see as your mission on 
the YKK Board of Directors?
Ono: Like other companies, if YKK is to survive 
in our economic society, it has to overcome 
the continuous and dramatic changes in the 
environment and win in fiercely competitive 
markets. This requires the company to con-
stantly push forward while balancing the “Cycle 
of Goodness” core philosophy, which aims 
for long-term growth, against short- and medi-
um-term strategies that deal with immediate 
environmental changes and market compe-
tition. A ship that is sailing for a destination in 
the south must sometimes steer to the east or 
west due to shipping lanes, weather, and other 
passing ships. However, when faced with ex-
treme environmental changes or fierce market 
competition, for most of us the balance tends 
to lean toward the short and medium term. 
This appears to be especially so in emergency 
situations, such as the current coronavirus pan-
demic. As an external director, I believe that part 
of my mission is to spot when internal directors, 
who are responsible for the company’s results, 
start leaning too far toward the short and me-
dium term, and, when necessary, to suggest 
tilting the balance back toward the long-term 
outlook of the core philosophy.
Yoshida: As you say, in this current coronavirus 
pandemic, I think it is necessary for us to further 
raise awareness about what we can and cannot 
change. Some have pointed to the coronavirus 
pandemic as an opportunity to establish a “new 
normal.” Perhaps in the business world we will 
also see the emergence of a completely new 
outlook. In times like this, we have to ground 
ourselves in what cannot be changed, by which 
I mean the “Cycle of Goodness” philosophy, and 
anticipate and respond to what can be changed.
Ono: I agree.

Yoshida: Tell me what you think about the 
increasingly large role companies are taking in 
building a sustainable society.
Ono: As you know, the concept of a sustain-
able society first entered public awareness 
with the release of the Club of Rome’s report, 
“The Limits to Growth” in 1972. In the nearly 
half-century since then, there has been a vig-
orous and ongoing debate about the concept, 
centered on the UN, and we still do not have 
a clear picture of how to build this sustainable 
society. That said, the state of the world’s 
environment and human societies means that 
we have reached a point where debate is not 
enough. At a 2015 UN summit, the idea of SDGs 
was adopted, but the actual work involved has 
only just begun. Companies are being asked 
to further strengthen their efforts in realizing 
sustainable societies in their core businesses.
Yoshida: Finally, can you tell me about your 
expectations for the future of YKK?
Ono: As we have talked about with regard to 
the “Cycle of Goodness”, I think that main-
taining and developing all economic activity 
in human societies has always been a funda-
mental principle. Even in fiercely competitive 
markets, if we have more companies that ad-
here to and practice management philosophies 
and principles such as the “Cycle of Goodness”, 
the “Cycle of Goodness” will flow more effec-
tively through societies as a whole, and it will 
become easier to make those societies prosper. 
In this sense, I think that YKK continues to have 
an important social mission as an exemplar. 
Namely, by enacting management philosophy 
and principles and sincerely following them, it 
can demonstrate that those principles lead to 
the long-term development of a company.
Yoshida: Thank you very much for sharing your 
valuable insights. I will remember them well as 
we continue to move forward.

▼ Chart of YKK Philosophy “CYCLE OF GOODNESS”


