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Sika  is  a  specialty  chemicals 

company with a leading position 

in the development and produc-

tion of systems and products for 

bonding, sealing, damping, rein-

forcing  and  protecting  in  the 

construction sector  and motor 

vehicle industry. Sika was among 

the first European companies to 

enter the Japanese market before 

World War II. Despite a long-

term presence in Japan, Sika nev-

er became a major player in Japa-

nese market except in a couple of 

niche  segments.  So,  ten  years 

ago, Sika decided to review its 

growth strategy in Japan, which 

brought its market position to 

another  level  with  continuous 

business growth since then. We 

met Dr. Koichi Oba who played a 

key role as general manager at 

the time.  

  

Could  you  please  introduce 

Sika? 

Sika  was  founded  in  1910  in 

Switzerland. Very early the com-

pany went abroad seeking new 

markets.  Sika's  products  have 

been present in Japan through a 

local distributor since 1930. In 

1932,  Sika was involved in an 

important project – Meiji Yasuda 

Insurance’s headquarter - which 

is considered a national treasure. 

After the disruption of  World 

War II, later in 1952, Sika found-
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ed a 100% subsidiary in Japan. 

Sika  was certainly  among the 

first  European companies  pre-

sent in Japan. 

Today, Sika is a 6 billion compa-

ny  present  in  more  than  100 

countries and has 200 factories 

all around the world, including 

seven in Japan. 

  

What are Sika's major activi-

ties? 

To date, Sika is active in seven 

target markets, namely concrete, 

waterproofing,  sealing  and 

bonding, refurbishment, roofing, 

flooring and industry with its 

high quality chemical products. 

In all of those sectors, Sika can 

bring an added value through 

high quality chemical products 
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and a high level of technical ser-

vices, allowing us to meet the 

customers’ demands with Sika's 

innovative solutions. 

  

Despite a long presence in Ja-

pan, Sika changed its strategy 

in 2007. Why is that? 

To summarize, our results were 

too dependent on the Japanese 

economy. If the Japanese econo-

my was good, like in the '60s and 

'70s, Sika's business in Japan was 

also growing very nicely. Unfor-

tunately, the opposite was also 

true. Sika Japan was losing its 

Net Sales and profitability since 

the  Japanese  bubble  economy 

collapsed  in  1997.  It  wasn't 

enough to just follow the trend; 

we wanted to over perform the 

market, no matter how the mar-

ket developed.  

When I started my role as GM of 

Sika Japan, Japan was still the 

second largest economy in world 

(third today), but our sales were 

not even in the top ten of Sika’s 

sales, ranked among 100 subsidi-

aries. We were performing under 

our potential and wanted this to 

change. 

  

What were the reasons of Si-

ka's relatively low sales in Ja-

pan before 2007? 

I would say that Sika suffered 

from having no clear or specific 
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to Japan by sending a chemist to 

the UK to learn the basic chemical 

formulations  and  localizing  the 

formulation to pass the Japanese 

Industrial Standard. Here, we also 

invested some resources to setup 

new local production and market-

ing activities. 

In both cases, it was very vital to 

have  competent  local  staffs  who 

understand  the  Japanese  market, 

where English skills played a sec-

ondary role.  

I could also play a key role in estab-

lishing the  growth strategy  in a 

short time, as I already had found-

ing experiences and knowhow in 

the Japanese market. It is always 

critical to select new leaders to run 

the business in Japan, who already 

understand  the  Japanese  market 

and  could  manage  people  with 

thorough cultural understandings, 

thereby the effectiveness and effi-

ciency  of  management  skills  are 

ensured. 

  

Could you tell us more about the 

local  partnerships  you have  in 

Japan and how it helped you to 

grow your business? 

In the case of automotive, as men-

tioned earlier,  we already had a 

joint venture with a local company 

which was essential to entering the 

Japanese car industry. Through this 

partnership, we accessed the distri-

bution channel of our partner and 

are now a supplier for Japanese 

major brands.  

In  construction  we  also  have  a 

partnership with a local raw mate-

rial supplier to develop Sika prod-

ucts suitable to the Japanese mar-

ket. 

Our latest main achievement of this 

partnership was involvement in the 

Tokyo Sky Tree project. Sika prod-

ucts have been used in many of the 

skyscrapers in Tokyo and Osaka.  

In 2010, we had the opportunity to 

acquire  a  majority  stake  of  the 

company Dyflex, the leading com-

pany for liquid waterproofing in 
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strategy for Japan. We were active 

in too many sectors at the same 

time,  without  having  a  focused 

growth strategy, where we concen-

trated our investments into various 

resources. We already had partner-

ships with a couple of good local 

companies, but did not show any 

clear  commitment  to  further  fo-

cused investment into these part-

nership activities. In addition, we 

also  looked for  further  potential 

partners through acquisition activ-

ities. 

  

Since then Sika Japan tripled its 

sales. How did you achieve this 

impressive performance? 

It was a mix of organic growth and 

acquisitions. In 2007, Jan Jenisch, 

Sika’s  former  CEO,  became  the 

regional  manager of  Asia  Pacific 

and took me on board to turna-

round the situation together. We 

tried  to  understand  what  our 

strengths were in Japan and what 

part of Sika business could be im-

proved in order to focus on it. 

For  instance,  in  the  automotive 

industry, we were nobody in Japan, 

despite a huge market potential, 

and Sika's large presence in other 

countries. We already had a joint 

venture company with a local Japa-

nese company, but we did not have 

suitable technologies to serve the 

Tier 1 automotive companies like 

Toyota, Nissan and Honda. So we 

decided  to  localize  Sika’s  own 

technologies in Japan by installing 

a local production line and devel-

oping the products to meet Japa-

nese Industrial Standards. In the 

roofing industry, we could transfer 

our knowhow from Sika in the UK 

How Sika successfully reframed its strategy in Japan 

Sika’s chronological expansion in the world. 
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How Sika successfully reframed its strategy in Japan 
Japan and started a strong partner-

ship. It has been possible because I 

spent much time with the former 

owner of Dyflex and gain his trust 

over the years. It has been particu-

larly difficult to close the deal be-

cause the economy was still im-

pacted by the  2008 financial crisis.  

  

Did  the  2008  economic  crisis 

have an impact on your strategy? 

Yes, it did. It forced us to focus 

even more on the most promising 

sectors we identified. We had to 

lower our investments in non-key 

markets to dedicate our resources 

where it was really worth it. We 

must ensure the generation of reve-

nue to ensure continuous invest-

ment into the key strategic focus 

areas. 

 

Today, Sika has more than 650 

employees in Japan. Why are hu-

man resources so important to 

you? 

Sika has a long-term perspective, 

not only in Japan, but everywhere. 

It is part of the company’s culture. 

Of course, when we look for the 

right person we try to hire someone 

that is already good, but it is also 

very more important to invest in 

training and provide various oppor-

tunities  for  professional  develop-

ment. 

It is very vital, when the company 

became big. If the company runs 

with 30-40 persons, you can man-

age it by yourself, but if the compa-

ny has more than 600 employees, 

you can only manage the company 

by delegating key actions to middle 

managers.  This  means  that  you 

must trust your staffs, delegating 

and empowering them. Personally, 

I believe that employees’ satisfac-

tion positively impacts customers’ 

satisfaction, and thereby sales and 

profit growth. 

Global Competitiveness Index: Switzerland 4th, Japan 5th  
This month, the World Economic 

Forum published its annual rank-

ing  on  competitiveness  “Global 

Competitiveness Index 4.0.” While 

the report is still based on twelve 

“pillars,” the WEF slightly modified 

the weighting of them for this edi-

tion. 

As a consequence of this change, 

Switzerland is no longer the most 

competitive country in the world 

(4th), which was always the case 

until  last  year.  Despite  Switzer-

land's fall from the podium it has 

not lost points. The new methodol-

ogy  highlights  some  pillars  like 

ICT,  where  Switzerland  is  less 

competitive  compared  to  other 

countries like the US (1st rank this 

year).  

 On the other hand, Japan made the 

most  impressive  progress  among 

the top 20, jumping to the 5th rank 

(8th last year). 

Not surprisingly, Japan is first for 

the pillar “Health,” with the maxi-

mal mark of 100. The country also 

reached the top 5 for quality of the 

infrastructure,  the  level  of  ICT 

adoption, the size of its market and 

the  “product  market”  (domestic 

competition and trade openness). 

Unlike Switzerland, the difference 

between the 2017 and 2018 ranking 

is not due to the change of the 

methodology, but thanks to an ac-

tual improvement.  

The report is available online 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 
WEF 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-competitveness-report-2018
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Agenda 
Business opportunities and challenges for industrial SMEs in Japan 

December 4th, St. Gallen, 16:30-19:30 

Free of charge but registration is mandatory. Full program. 

 

Culture 

Geneva: Conference of Nicolas Mollard: “Littérature d’Okinawa”. Maison Dufour, Oct. 31, 19:00 

Zurich: Last days of the Nagasawa Rosetsu exhibition, Museum Rietberg, until Nov. 4th.  
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Tokyo is the most innovative city in the world 
Another  ranking has  highlighted 

the Japanese capacity for innova-

tion this month.  The Innovation 

Cities  Index  2018  by 

“2thinkknow,” ranked Tokyo first 

before London, San Francisco and 

New York. It is the first time for 

Tokyo  to  reach the  top  of  this 

ranking, usually trusted by US cit-

ies.  

Asked  by  Reuters,  2thinkknow 

said that, despite the good perfor-

mance of Tokyo over the last years, 

the fact that the city has been able 

to overtake the top ranking was 

unexpected.  

The company added that it shows 

how well Tokyo embraced robotics 

and 3d printing. 

This ranking is based on around 

1000 data points, filtered into 162 

indicators.  

 

Ranking: 

1. Tokyo (+2) 

2. London (-1) 

3. San Francisco (+1) 

4. New York (-2) 

- 

85. Zurich (-33) 

117.  Geneva (-8) 

 

Source: 2thinknow 

Innovation Cities Index 2018 

Comments on Reuters 
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Tokyo Skytree: 

Picture by “Kakidai” 

https://www.jetro.go.jp/form5/pub/swg/stgallen04122018
https://www.jetro.go.jp/ext_images/switzerland/Events/Events_2018/Seminar_St.Gallen_4.12.18.pdf
https://www.geneve.ch.emb-japan.go.jp/acj_2018/programme.htm
http://www.rietberg.ch/fr-ch/expositions/rosetsu.aspx
https://www.innovation-cities.com/innovation-cities-index-2018-global/13935/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-cities-innovation/high-tech-tokyo-tops-list-of-worlds-most-innovative-cities-idUSKBN1KV1Z9

