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PROLOGUE

KAIZEN AND ME

In September 2017, I decided to quit my job working for a London publisher and move to Japan. I enjoyed my job and had a fun social life but was feeling burnt out and anxious. The political landscape was uncertain, and I was feeling increasingly out of control. I tried to do yoga and practise mindfulness as much as possible, but I found that it wasn’t enough to combat the feelings of anxiety and instability I had about the future. I wanted to change some of my behaviours that I knew weren’t doing me any good but I found it difficult to keep up with any new habits. In short: I was tired, creatively uninspired and definitely needed a break from my routine.

As soon as I moved to Japan I noticed how, even when you were in a busy or built-up place, there was a sense of calm. The Tokyo Metro at rush hour was just as populated – if not more so – than the London Underground, but there would be no passive-aggressive jostling for space. You would be packed into carriages like sardines but it would be practically silent. The traffic was almost exclusively congested but nobody would beep their horns or drive erratically. You hardly ever saw anybody rushing; there was a sense of order and a slower pace. My new Japanese home was bigger and busier in places, but somehow less frantic and a far more welcoming, clean and relaxing space to be in. And from that, I felt encouraged to slow down, make some lifestyle changes and embrace new, more enriching and creative challenges. Taking a step into a different culture showed me some of the things I was getting wrong with my habits and routine in London, where I often rushed around on autopilot, and wasn’t always looking after myself in the best way.

After living in Japan for six months and noticing these differences in my own behaviour, I became fascinated by how small details and incremental change were given more emphasis in Japanese daily life. If you saw a road being resurfaced, there would be a huge team working on it, each focusing on a very small task, whether that was measuring out the space, doing the digging or directing pedestrians around the footpath. Rather than the job taking weeks (or years!), the entire road would be back in action within a few days. I learned of sushi chefs who train for seven whole years, each part of the process taught meticulously. In my Japanese lessons, I was taught how important it is that the strokes of the Japanese script are performed in a certain order – the kakijun – and that it takes children almost the entirety of their compulsory education to learn the full set of 2,136 kanji characters. Small details matter in Japanese culture. I started researching this aspect of Japanese life and, through this, I discovered the philosophy and practice of Kaizen (Ky’zen).

Roughly translating from Japanese into ‘good change’ or ‘improvement’, the philosophy of Kaizen isn’t about change for change’s sake, but about identifying particular goals – both short-term and long-term – and then making small, manageable steps to achieve those goals. Rather than forcing us to make big dramatic changes, the method emphasizes doing things incrementally.

Kaizen uses the psychological teaching around why we find it hard to give up bad habits and stick to new challenges, and offers a clear structural framework for going about change. It is most commonly known as a business methodology, but it has clear benefits for your own personal development too. It can transform the way that you feel about yourself, your goals and your environment.
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Learning about Kaizen made me think about the long history that we have of looking to others – particularly in the East – for wisdom about living well and with happiness. We are living in uncertain and stressful times and I don’t think it is any coincidence that this has resulted in a recent flurry of interest in looking to other cultures and traditions for guidance. This can be seen in the trends for all things Scandinavian – whether that is hygge, lagom, lykke or sisu – or Japanese concepts, such as ikigai, wabi-sabi, kakeibo, kintsugi, shinrin-yoku, and Marie Kondo’s popular decluttering methods.

Having a change of scene and introducing new experiences into my life meant that I found it easier to break away from my previous routine. I started to take on some new, positive habits in the spirit of Kaizen. I felt inspired to write again and started doing morning yoga every day, an activity I had previously enjoyed but which I had allowed to lapse. Some of my habits changed through no choice of my own (it is very hard to find decent Cheddar cheese to gorge on in Tokyo!) but I also started to change things of my own volition. Being away from my usual temptations and triggers shone a light on where I was misstepping before, in both my personal and working life. I was now working as a freelancer and this illuminated many of the things that I had been getting wrong with my previous office-based working life. It also meant that I suddenly had to learn to be disciplined with time and not let work bleed into my evenings too much (although I often failed with this, I have to be honest!).

I am now back in London and there are a number of small changes I made during my time in Japan that have become fundamental to my daily life. I am more mindful of how my actions impact upon my physical and mental health, particularly how I need to slow down, say ‘no’ to invitations, and take breaks from social media and the relentless news cycle. Japanese society is by no means a perfect one – Japan’s gender gap was ranked at a miserable 114th out of 144 countries in 20171: by far the worst of the top seven major economies. It also has some of the longest working hours in the developed world, with a systemic culture of overtime.2 But using my time in Japan as an opportunity to reflect, taking a step back from habits that had become second nature, and learning from another culture has made me think closely about the ways in which I was behaving before. It has transformed the way I go about my daily life. I feel far more creative, relaxed and focused.

Kaizen is useful for anybody wishing to change their routine. Rather than making any scary leaps into the dark, it is about stepping back and analysing your current habits, deciding what you could improve in your existing life, or thinking of new challenges you could start, then putting into place a plan to change in very small incremental stages. You will hardly even notice the difference to your routine. There are countless books that promise solutions to a happy life – various daft fasting diets, ‘eat clean’ people telling us to eat more coconut oil, and extreme exercise routines from nutty-chested former army cadets with twelve packs. Most people find that these solutions are far too extreme, their busy lives get in the way, and they find it a struggle to sustain these kinds of changes in the long term. Having consulted a number of psychologists who specialize in habitual behaviour, the consensus is that making incremental changes to your habits is the key to sustainable results.

My life is by no means flawless; I don’t own a beautiful mansion overlooking a lake, and there are days where I realize I have only eaten beige food. But I am definitely becoming more mindful of my behaviour and habits, and slowly improving the areas of my life where I felt dissatisfied before. I am looking after myself better and feel more inspired to learn and achieve new things. Amending my behaviour with small actions has been transformative. And as my friends and family would attest, if I can do it, then you can too! I have consulted Kaizen practitioners, psychologists and inspiring people from my own life so that, over the following chapters, I can show how incremental change can have a huge transformative effect on you too.

Not many people will have the luxury of being able to up sticks and move to an entirely new continent like I did, but I would love for this book to be your passport to improving your life, even in just a few small ways, and adopting new and exciting challenges.

Sarah


INTRODUCTION

The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step – Lao Tzu

HOW CAN THIS BOOK HELP YOU?

Welcome to the Wonderful World of Kaizen. This is usually the part where the author makes bold claims about how their book is going to instantly transform your life. This isn’t to say that this book won’t transform your life – it very much has the potential to do so – but I’m afraid that it won’t do it by itself. It will, however, tool you up with useful tips and advice on how to interrogate your existing behaviour, help you understand why you abandon certain new habits or lose motivation halfway through, look at how to break free from bad habits, teach you how to keep track of your progress, and remind you to practise self-compassion along the way.

The quote from the ancient Chinese philosopher, Lao Tzu, is one often used in self-help books and on motivational screensavers, but it is one that is popular for a reason and perfectly encapsulates the Kaizen philosophy: you can change your life by making lots of small steps (and I won’t force you to walk a thousand miles either).

THIS BOOK IS FOR:

⊙ Anybody who is interested in Japan or, more broadly, Eastern philosophies

⊙ Anybody who has tried to take up a new habit or behaviour in the past but struggled to keep going when life got in the way

⊙ Anybody looking to refine or change their existing behaviours

⊙ Anybody who senses that they could be improving a certain aspect of their life but isn’t sure where to start

⊙ Anybody who has found that other ‘self-help’ techniques haven’t worked for them and is looking for a method that they can mould to their own preferences and behaviours, playing to their strengths and minimizing their weaknesses

You can tailor Kaizen to your own needs; you can choose to do it at your own pace and work towards your own goals – not anybody else’s. In doing so, you have the potential to overhaul your current habits, acquire new skills and knowledge, and abandon unproductive behaviours.
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THE ROOTS OF KAIZEN

Kaizen is a noun in Japanese and is used to mean improvement, whether that is big or small, one-time or continuous. It is also sometimes used in relation to martial arts, where the idea of improving one area of your practice meticulously and slowly is encouraged. You are prompted to focus on one thing at a time, simply, and to practise until you get results. You could see the philosophy of Kaizen as very much ‘East-meets-West’ in that the business theory was actually conceived by the US government, but then brought over and used to great effect in post-World War II Japan, where the economy had been completely destroyed by the war effort. Kaizen is credited with influencing the huge success of Japanese companies in the second half of the twentieth century and has since been popularized around the world as an effective method for improving existing habits and achieving success in a number of different fields, from healthcare to psychotherapy to government institutions.

A lot of other Japanese terms that have been adopted in the West – ikigai, wabi-sabi, shinrin yoku – can be hard to translate directly, but the beauty of Kaizen as an improvement philosophy is that it has developed organically as a theory between the West and East. Consequently, Kaizen is not too difficult to grasp or apply to your own life. Little has been written about how an individual can apply the principles of Kaizen to aspects of their own life to bring about their own ‘good change’, but it is easy to adopt Kaizen and bring about lasting change in multiple areas of your life; from obvious things which people often try to improve, such as their health and finances, to inspiring more unusual change – whether that is learning how to speak Thai or becoming an expert at life drawing. It is a flexible and easily adaptable approach to change. Rather than being dictated to by a fitness guru with unobtainable abs or a hypnotist who fails to make you stop smoking in five days, Kaizen encourages you to formulate your own goals and work towards them at your own pace. You make it work for you.

The Kaizen philosophy assumes that our way of life – be it our working life, our social life, or our home life – deserves to be constantly improved.3
– Mr Masaaki Imai

THE HISTORY OF KAIZEN

The idea of continuous improvement was first trialled in the States during the Second World War, when it was found that businesses were struggling to innovate and keep up with supplies for the war effort when so many men were abroad fighting the war. As such, the US government created a series of programmes called Training Within Industries (TWI), which aimed to stimulate business. The emphasis was put on the existing workforce to pay attention to working practices and suggest methods for improvement themselves, rather than waiting to be dictated to from above. These programmes were judged a huge success and ensured that businesses could supply reliable equipment to the men abroad, while also keeping the domestic side of things afloat.4

When the war was over, a lot of these American businesses found that they had been bolstered by the war effort and no longer needed to rely on the programmes for continuous improvement. Japan, on the other hand, was completely on its knees from the loss of life at the end of the war. Its industries were decimated and morale was low. The US – interested in strengthening Japan so that it could act as a buffer to North Korea – sent over a team of advisors, led by a William Edwards Deming, to provide management training courses to Japanese businesses.5

The Japanese were immediately enthralled with this new management technique of continuous improvement and christened it Kaizen, the already common noun in Japanese used to mean ‘good change’ or ‘improvement’. Businesses took to Kaizen with gusto and it was credited with helping the huge growth of the Japanese economy and the success of its businesses in the second half of the twentieth century. Most famously it was used by Toyota to improve its production line, labelled ‘the Toyota Way’. The emphasis was on finding ‘lean’ processes, reducing production waste (or muda), increasing the quality of products, and encouraging workers to make suggestions as to how practices could be improved.

Rather ironically, by the 1980s, American businesses had become nervous about Japanese companies competing with them, so Kaizen returned to the US as an organizational theory.6 It was popularized in the West by Mr Masaaki Imai, a Japanese business consultant and organizational theorist, whose teachings are still very much used by businesses around the world today.
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KAIZEN AS AN ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY

Mr Masaaki Imai first popularized the theory of Kaizen in his book Kaizen: The Key to Japan’s Competitive Success. In the book, he describes the differences he has seen between Japanese and Western working practices and from this advocates the idea that Kaizen is an extension of the Japanese value system and its incremental attitude towards change: ‘I came to the conclusion that the key difference between how change is understood in Japan and how it is viewed in the West lies in the Kaizen concept – a concept that is so natural and obvious to many Japanese managers that they often do not even realize that they possess it!’7

Mr Imai noted how gradual change was a less obvious part of the Western way of life than it was in Japan, and that Western businesses were less successful because they always sought abrupt and dramatic change over incremental change.

It is now more than thirty years since the release of Mr Imai’s book and his Kaizen Institute continues to consult for and train businesses in the philosophy of Kaizen. At first, they worked exclusively with car companies, but the Institute has since expanded across the world. They now work with lots of other sectors, from banking to retail to government organizations. Mr Imai’s colleague Euclides A. Coimbra, Senior Partner and Managing Director of the Kaizen Institute Western Europe, spoke to me about the Institute and how the theory of Kaizen can be applied to individual change as well as organizational change.

In his book, Mr Imai stresses that Kaizen should be applied to every part of an organization, and Coimbra advocates this universal approach to change: ‘we [the Kaizen Institute] believe that the only way to have a “Continuous Improvement Culture” is to practise improvements engaging everybody, everywhere and every day.’ Continuous improvement involves everyone, whether you are a junior worker or a senior manager.

The workers at the top of the organization are encouraged to come up with short-, medium- and long-term goals for the business around four criteria: growth (or sales), quality, level of service and motivation. Every employee – whether that is the person on the reception desk, a till worker, or the foreman on the factory floor – is invited to also make suggestions on how to improve. The employees make suggestions in groups and as individuals, and the emphasis is on very small things that would transform their working process.

At the time of Imai’s book release, Japanese workers each made nineteen suggestions per year on average for ways in which their companies could improve, and this level of engagement is still very much encouraged today. Success for the company is judged on whether it is more productive, more competitive and more profitable. But the emphasis is on long-term incremental improvements rather than quick and drastic change.

KAIZEN FOR PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

Kaizen techniques can work outside of organizational theory, and Mr Imai himself acknowledges that the philosophy has wider applications than just the business world, particularly as – in his view – all individuals have an instinctive desire to improve themselves. Coimbra asserts that at the Kaizen Institute they very much encourage that: ‘since we started the Kaizen Institute we have been applying what we preach internally. We have a course for our employees where we teach Kaizen principles and tools for personal development.’ This optional course encourages participants to assess their lives against a number of criteria (physical, emotional, mental and spiritual) and to make suggestions for changes. Participants work on a plan involving small actions they can make to bring about improvement. This eventually becomes a ‘Life Strategy’, in which they are asked to summarize the changes that they are going to make on an A3 piece of paper – which mirrors the same strategy document that businesses such as Toyota use when they are formulating their Kaizen strategy.

Coimbra says that when people start their own Kaizen practice, most of the habits they are looking to change are physical, such as exercise, sleep and diet. But once employees try new habits, they are encouraged to work towards more emotional aspects of improvement. Coimbra states that ‘it is common to see people adopting meditation habits and being more conscious of their own emotions and the impact they may have in the emotions of other people’. The employees who have signed up to the programme have noticed considerable improvements in their habits and happiness, including ‘better exercise habits, rest and nutrition’ and have demonstrated ‘more sophisticated behaviours related to emotional intelligence and spiritual engagement in life as a whole’. Coimbra asserts ‘our most motivated employees have the Kaizen mindset in their personal life and this of course benefits all aspects of their life’.
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Change is infectious and when success is achieved in one area, you are encouraged to apply the same techniques to another area of your life. This is referred to as yokoten or ‘horizontal deployment’, i.e. copying what works in one area to see if it works in another.

The philosophy of Kaizen is just as easy to apply to individual change as to change in a business; it is about setting long-term, medium-term and short-term goals, then thinking of small, incremental adjustments you can make to work towards these goals. Coimbra argues that if you adopt the philosophy of continuous improvement ‘you will always be looking for ways to do better, even if it is only improving small things on a daily basis. We can see that the long-term evolution of our society as human beings is one of continuous progress and that if we create a spiral [streak] of continuous wins we will be much better in all senses’.

Over the course of this book, as well as introducing you to Kaizen techniques and offering tips for small steps you can make to change your environment and routine in a number of areas, I will encourage you adopt this philosophy of continuous improvement. Through taking a step back and analysing your life as a whole, I hope that it will help you to see it from a different perspective; whether that’s choosing to embrace nature, eating more mindfully or thinking about your career goals. And once one small change makes a difference, it is likely that you will practise your own yokoten and be encouraged to try another change.

KAIZEN AND SPORT

The field of sport is another area in which Kaizen techniques have already been used successfully. As well as it being used in martial arts training, several top sports teams have cited Kaizen – or ‘marginal gains’ as it is sometimes referred to – as a technique that they have used to great effect. Sir Dave Brailsford became head of the British cycling team in 2002, when the existing team had experienced little to no success. But by the Beijing Olympics in 2008, the team won seven of the ten possible gold medals for cycling, and achieved the same tally at the London Olympics in 2012.

Brailsford – who had an MBA and an interest in business management techniques – started to use Kaizen as a way to improve the team’s performance. He got the team to break down every aspect of cycling into as small a part as possible – whether that was the aerodynamics, the nutrition of the cyclists, the maintenance of the bikes – and then gave them a target of improving each part by just 1 per cent.

Rather than focusing on perfection from the start, he looked for marginal gains in each area and celebrated small successes, which soon became cumulative successes. He cites these marginal gains as creating a contagious enthusiasm for change, which then spurred the team on to even more success.8 Brailsford is now taking his techniques to members of the British government to show how they can be applied to public services – such as Britain’s National Health Service – to improve targets and overall performance.

JAPAN AND THE WEST

As we have already discussed, the continuous improvement philosophy of Kaizen is very much ‘East-meets-West’. It was conceived as a business strategy in the West but was then adopted by Japanese companies, who saw the techniques as an extension of Japanese values and attitudes towards incremental change. During the course of this book I am going to explore how Kaizen is a good example of this ongoing dialogue between Japan and the West, and touch upon what we can learn from some of the other Japanese social, cultural and philosophical traditions too.

Japanese society is not without its flaws, but I think we can gain a lot from observing the way it works. One of the things that I immediately noticed when arriving in Japan is how it has retained its own sense of identity and strong social structures. You are instantly struck by small children playing out in the street unaccompanied, people leaving their bikes unlocked outside their houses and often leaving the doors to their homes unlocked, too. As a woman, it feels a lot safer to walk around at night compared to other big cities like London, Paris or New York. There are hardly any litter bins in central Tokyo (apparently because of anti-terrorism measures), but somehow no litter whatsoever – people take responsibility and carry it home with them.

There is a really strong social contract and it is so refreshing and inspirational to experience firsthand. Being more conscious of the needs of others around you and of your impact on your environment is something I feel we need to introduce into our lives as much as possible. Japan is dominated by a collectivist culture unlike any that we have in the West. It will take a foreigner a prolonged period of being immersed in Japanese culture to fully appreciate the amount of social rules and small daily courtesies that dominate the way that the Japanese interact with each other. The social structures are set up very distinctively and founded on rules that can sometimes seem alien to those outside of Japan. Because the inhabitable parts of the country are so densely populated, there has to be a big emphasis on social cohesion.

One of the most unique aspects of Japanese culture is the concept of Uchi-Soto, which dictates a lot of Japan’s social customs and even extends to their language. Translating as Uchi (home/inside) and Soto (outside), it is about separating in-groups from out-groups. A Japanese person’s in-group would be their family, close friends, and co-workers, whereas the out-group would be any clients, customers, visitors or gaijin (non-Japanese people). When speaking with someone from an out-group, the out-group must be ‘honoured’, and the in-group ‘humbled’, which means that different language is used to convey a level of politeness depending on who you are talking to. This also extends to gift-giving and other social interactions such as serving, where the customer is treated with the ultimate respect. The upside of this is the strong social contract and relative social cohesion between Japanese people and the respect and politeness that an outsider will feel when visiting Japan. The downside of these rules is that as an outsider it can be hard to be fully accepted in Japanese society; for example, my British friend has been living in Tokyo for fifteen years, is fluent in Japanese and has a Japanese wife, but still feels like he isn’t fully integrated into society. Younger people are said to be embracing these rules less, but they are still fundamental to Japanese society and business culture.
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Although there are many things in Japan that a naive westerner will recognize – there are American coffee shops on every corner, Western-style sit-down toilets favoured over traditional squat toilets and gigantic Scandinavian fashion stores seemingly everywhere – a short time there will make you realize that, as well as there being traditional social structures, there is also still a huge emphasis on traditional Japanese craft and design. There is a definite melding of Western culture with traditional Japanese culture. You will see teenage girls dressed up in traditional kimonos, or the lighter versions, yukata, in summer, but their mates might be wearing the latest Nike trainers or a new cult skater brand. This mixing of cultures also happens in the home. I visited and lived in a number of different homes during my time in Japan and some of them were super-modern apartments with Western-style beds and sofas, while others still had futons to sleep on and retained the traditional design of tatami matting on the floor. The choice of bedding would often fit the practicalities of the space, with traditional bedding often used in smaller apartments, so that it can be folded up out of the way during the day.

Many attribute Japan’s distinctive social structures and emphasis on simple, beautiful design to the fact that the country was isolated for 220 years until the Meiji-era ‘open door policy’ in 1868. Prior to that, Japan was a Sakoku (closed country) with an isolationist foreign policy. Trade between Japan and other countries was severely limited, Japanese people were stopped from leaving the country, and almost all foreigners were barred from entry. There was some very limited trade with other countries, and some Western inventions were introduced into Japan this way, mostly via its trade with the Dutch East India Company; but, on the whole, exposure to the rest of the world for everyday Japanese people was non-existent. This meant that Japan’s social structures, design and culture were allowed to flourish without any external influences.

When Japan was opened up again, there was a huge flurry of interest from the West in Japanese society and culture, and a desire to influence it themselves. The Meiji Restoration Period of 1868–1912 saw the dismantling of the previous governmental structures of the Edo Period of 1603–1867, where Japan had been ruled by the Tokugawa Shogunate, a feudal military-style government. The Meiji Period saw the establishment of a representative democracy, the foundation of the Tokyo police force based on the model used in Paris, and the introduction of Western cultural activities, such as baseball (now one of Japan’s biggest sports). Japanese ideas also flowed back the other way, with the French art critic Philippe Burty coining the term Japonisme in the early 1870s to describe the massive appetite for Japanese design and art in both France and elsewhere. This can be seen in the painting, sculpture and architecture of Europe in the late nineteenth century, particularly the impressionist artists, the aesthetic movement and art nouveau.9

This opening-up of Japan in the nineteenth century started a dialogue with the rest of the world that has been continuing ever since, and it is a dialogue which has often been contentious. The American Occupation of Japan between 1945 and 1952 introduced reforms that are still in place today, such as the suffrage of women and a new co-education system, but it also sped up the influence that the West was having upon Japanese society. Some have argued that the Sakoku period of isolation firmly cemented certain values and traditions that make Japan unique, but that these have been continuously under threat from the onslaught of foreign influence ever since.

The dialogue between Japan and the West continues to develop and ebb and flow, and the philosophy of Kaizen can be seen as this dialogue in action. It is an idea which came to Japan from the West, but was very much aligned with the traditional Japanese attitude towards gradual change, before being eventually exported back to the West.

WHY IS KAIZEN USEFUL NOW?

There are a lot of problems in the world that are out of our control
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