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A few weeks ago, Thomas L. Friedman had a thought-
provoking column in the New York Times which
addressed “climate change” in terms not only of the
weather but in terms of how we think about and shape
policy. The part that struck me in particular was his take
on the “climate” of technology and work. He suggested
that there are six elements of crucial importance in
the interplay between technology and work: analysis,
optimization, prophecy, customization, digitization
and automation. His premise is that technology vastly
improves our business pursuits by “revealing previously
hidden patterns” (analysis), the paths to efficiency
(optimization), predicting what our customers want
(prophecy), and tailoring our products and services to
meet the needs of our customers (customization), all in
the context of digitization and automation.

His argument continues: all of these require the
ability to adapt, both at the individual and community
(corporate) levels. Although there have been some major
innovations in the way books are sold in Japan, a visit
to Frankfurt (or London in the Spring) reminds me that
there’s still an awful lot of catching up to do. Amazon
has been in this market now for 20 years . . . and people
still complain of it interfering with (at best) or destroying
(at worst) their business. Digital publications still do
not enjoy the widespread popularity in Japan that they
do in other markets and much of this is still dependent
on readers’ (and institutional) choices. Yet, there is no
question that the market for print books is significantly
smaller than it was 10 or 20 years ago.
certainly demographic issues at play here and these
affect not just the market for foreign books but Japanese
publications as well. And all indications are that the
population will continue to age and decline overall.
What steps are being taken to address these? How are
resources appropriated? Is it really not possible, for
example, for us (with the cooperation of our publisher-
partners) to lead the way in convincing teachers at all
levels of education that physical samples are a waste of

There are

money, both in
the distribution of
thousands (really)
of printed copies
of textbooks as
well as in the
labor-intensive
distribution
process itself?
Received
wisdom says
that institutional
customers in
Japan still want
paper publicity
but what if it were universally no longer available?
Wouldn’t we see libraries and professors relying on
digital advertising instead? How long will it continue
to be economically viable to ship thousands of physical
books from overseas to Japan when the technology
exists to print each copy locally as it is needed? And
are publishers willing to assist in this paradigm shift?
If shipping charges, customs clearance fees, inland
delivery charges, and warehousing storage fees were
significantly reduced wouldn’t it then be possible to
reduce the price of the books themselves and thus create
competition for and with the Amazons of this world? 1
know I’m really prioritizing only four of Friedman’s
six elements — analysis, optimization, digitization and
automation — but isn’t it possible to use these to nudge
customer expectations (prophecy and customization) in a
slightly different direction so that they overlap with our
own abilities to meet them? Friedman was talking about
much larger issues than selling books, I know. Yet,
somehow, I think his ideas are applicable to the business
we’re in and that it’s crucial to seek more innovative
ways to do what we do so that collectively we can not
just survive but thrive in this “climate change.”
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