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• Introduction to culture

• Two cases
• Ippudo case
• Muji case
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Culture

Language Religion

Social 
Structure

Way of 
Living
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Four Components
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2024 Source: https://translatepress.com/languages-by-gdp/



Cultural Differences

• There are three ways to understand cultural differences:



High-Context vs Low-Context Cultures

• Context: The underlying background upon which social interaction takes place

• Low-context culture: A culture in which communication is usually taken at face value 
without much reliance on unspoken context

• High-context culture: A culture in which communication relies a lot on the underlying 
unspoken context, which is as important as the words used



Cluster Approach
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Dimension Approach 

Power 
Distance

• High

• Low

Goal 
Orientation

• Individual

• Organizational

Gender Role

• Masculinity

• Femininity

Uncertainty 
Avoidance

• High

• Low

Future 
Orientation

• Short-term

• Long-term



Family, careers and material well-being are among the most cited factors for what makes life meaningful

Family, careers and material well-being are among the most cited factors for what makes life meaningful

What Makes Life Meaningful?

• Pew Research Center, USA

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50301
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50301


While family, careers, material well-being, friends and health are all top sources of meaning, they vary in importance across publics surveyed

While family, careers, material well-being, friends and health are all top sources of meaning, they vary in importance across publics surveyed

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50302
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50302


While family, careers, material well-being, friends and health are all top sources of meaning, they vary in importance across publics surveyed

While family, careers, material well-being, friends and health are all top sources of meaning, they vary in importance across publics surveyed

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50302
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50302
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Characteristics of Japanese Culture

• High-context
• Read the atmosphere (空気を読む)

• High uncertainty avoidance
• Low tolerance of mistakes

• Collectivistic
• Not encouraging entrepreneurship

• Masculine-societal

• Long-term oriented

• Inward-oriented

• Harmony-searching



Culture Related to 
Business

• National culture

• Organizational culture
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 Ippudo Case

George Wang, Prof. PhD.



Ippudo

• Ippudo, also known as Hakata Ippūdō (博多
一風堂) in Japan, is a Japanese ramen 
restaurant chain with locations worldwide. 

• Ippudo is well known for its tonkotsu (豚骨) 
ramen, and has been described as "the most 
famous tonkotsu ramen shop in the 
country".

• The founder started the business to promote 
a higher level of customer service with 
Japanese hospitality (omotenashi).
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Ippudo, New York

• In 2008, the first overseas 
restaurant opened in New York 
City's East Village, with another 
location in Midtown West opening 
in 2013. Ippudo NY has been 
praised many times in the press for 
its ramen bowls.

• As of 2017, international ramen 
shops accounted for 45% of all the 
shops. The firm aimed to increase 
international shops to 10 times of 
domestic shops by 2025.



International Expansion

• In the international markets, the firm 
aimed to convey Japanese culture 
through a bowl of ramen, Japanese 
language, and decorations.

17Ippudo, Malaysia
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International Strategy (1/3)

• New restaurant concept: Ippudo had 
consistently emphasized creating a space 
where people could experience fun and 
excitement, rather than merely being a 
place to fill the stomach.

• Location: Being in the East Village 
ensured that access to the crowds from 
such neighborhoods as SoHo, the Village, 
and Union Square, which were also 
fashionable, avant-garde and vibrant, in 
line with Ippudo’s target segments.

Ippudo, Paris
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International Strategy (2/3)

• Targeting: Located in the East Village, 
Ippudo served a vibrant crowd that 
included an eclectic mix of students 
and young adults with an average age 
of 30 years, younger than the average 
customer in Japan. The crowd was 
vivacious, open to trying new things, 
and fit well with Ippudo’s target 
segment. 

• Pricing: The menu was designed to 
warrant a top-notch dining experience 
that the locals would easily accept.

Ippudo, Thailand
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International Strategy (3/3)

• Integrating Corporate Culture to 
Operation: Ippudo’s customer service 
strategy was designed to align with its 
corporate values by integrating Japanese 
work vocabulary and service culture into 
restaurant operation. 

• Recognizing the local contents: servers in 
the United States had a flatter 
relationship with customers and 
communicated in a more direct way. 
Some items were adjusted to meet local 
preference. 

Ippudo, Hong Kong
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Ippudo’s Financial Performance



22

Financial Ratios
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2024-08-24
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Tokyo 豚骨 Base

A New Brand by Ippudo 
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Muji

An Adventure to International

Presentation title 20XX 26



How Was Muji Established?

Seibu Dept. Store
西武デパート

Seiyu
Supermarkets
西友スーパー
マーケット

MUJI 
(Private Brand)
西友スーパー
マーケット



Private Brands

• Costco’s Kirkland
• 7-11, Fami-Mart
• Wal-Mart’s Great Value



Japan’s
Lost Decades
(1995 - 2015)



Minimalism Lifestyle

• Minimalism is defined as a design or style in which the 
simplest and fewest elements are used to create the 
maximum effect. 

• Joshua Becker of Becoming Minimalist offers this definition: 
“Minimalism is the intentional promotion of the things that 
bring you joy and the removal of those that do not.” 

• It might be called simple living, tiny living, intentional living, 
and a myriad of other things—but there is at least one 
common thread: the idea of curating the things we own to 
best reflect our priorities and vision for our lives.



Challenges

• Internal Factors
• Brand dilution (focusing on 

growing, forgot about mission)
• Big company disease (inflexible)
• Strategy mistakes (expanding too 

fast; too much inventory)

• External Factor
• Rise of competition, facing 

challenges in different areas in the 
retail industry



Operations

• From "lower price for a reason" 
to "this is good enough"

• Several reforms & campaigns: 
WORLD Muji, FOUND Muji, 
Muji LABO, Muji.net

• Three product lines: apparel, 
household, food + housing 
business in 2006



Problems Challenging Muji 
since 2010

• Faced a decline in the number 
of customers, as well as profits.

• Will new business scopes, e.g., 
housing, cafe, florist, campsite, 
be successful?

• How to continue overseas 
business?



Two Recent International 
Strategies

1. Localization – Empowering 
international subsidiaries making 
localized strategies, e.g., Muji Taiwan.
➢ From Localization to Internationalization – 

Bringing the local products to international



A Similar Strategy Taken by 
Costco
• Of all the Costco stores in the 

world, Costco Taiwan stores 
made the highest profit margins.

• Now lots of Taiwanese products 
can be found in Costco US stores. 

Costco, Kaohsiung, TW

Costco, VA, USA



TWO Recent 
International Strategies



Sales of Ryohin Keikaku Co., Ltd. (Muji)
2013 to 2022 (in billions ¥)



Muji’s Financials







THANK YOU !
wang@soka.ac.jp

George Y. Wang, PhD (Imperial College London)

Professor of Business and Economics

Soka University, Japan
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