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The COVID-19 crisis has presented 
leaders with a rare set of challenges, the 
parameters shifting once again as we 
begin to see signs of a spreading second 
wave. In the face of both immediate and 
long-term threats, leaders must guide 
the way to a "new normal" that will protect 
our societies from current and future 
crises. At the Japan Science and Tech-
nology Agency (JST), we view our role as a 
research funder critical to creating such 
a protective environment. Until COVID-19 
medicines and vaccines become widely 
available (we call it "plan A"), we continue 
to explore a range of research areas 
including material sciences, information 
technologies, mechanical engineering, 
robotics, social sciences and more, 
taking a multidisciplinary approach to a 
multifaceted crisis (we call it "plan B" ). We 
accommodate a wide variety of inputs to 
find the most appropriate output, giving 
our researchers the freedom to generate 
unique innovations. 

It saddens me to see the spread of 
the use of facial-recognition cameras, 
biometric sensors, and other tracking 
technology limit freedom of movement.  
I believe a tendency toward totalitarian- 
regime-style surveillance and nationalist 
isolationism will, as forewarned by Israeli 
historian Yuval Noah Harari,1 begin to  
suppress knowledge production, creativ-
ity, and ultimately innovation. In response  

1 Yuval Noah Harari: the world after coronavirus, Financial Times, March 20, 2020. https://www.ft.com/
content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75.

to the COVID-19 crisis, we must accom-
modate rather than suppress individual 
freedoms to not jeopardize diversity of 
thought. Respect to fundamental free-
doms is important not only for overcom-
ing COVID-19 but for ensuring human 
well-being.

In Japan, the use of such surveillance 
technology is thankfully still limited. The 
government requested, not enforced, a 
restriction on outings and tried to avoid 
overwhelming hospitals by concentrat- 
ing resources on cluster intervention 
while tolerating some capture leakage. 
Citizens were informed of the risks and 
the most effective methods to prevent 
the spread of infection, but not forced 
into action. The strategy is somewhat 
akin to informed consent, a fundamental 
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concept in medical practice. The doc-
tor’s role is to provide the patient with 
sufficient knowledge to make their own 
decisions. The patient is both enabled 
and accommodated. 

By being given responsibility, citizens 
have acted accordingly, following the 
suggested guidelines — they make their 
own decisions while being mindful of the 
effects on others.

Autonomy may be even more important 
for leadership in an increasingly digital 
world. Since 2016, the Japanese govern-
ment has promoted an initiative named 
"Society 5.0," a vision of a human-centric 
society where the integration of cyber-
space and physical space allows all mem-
bers to participate actively in social and 
economic activities.2 But the project has 
its leadership challenges. Leaders must 
give a larger number of actors space to 
satisfy individual needs and fulfil individ-
ual potential, while also keeping in sight 
the greater whole’s well-being. In multi-
cultural societies that already exhibit a 
large range of personal and community 
values, it will be an even greater chal-
lenge for leadership to accommodate 
such diversity and align everyone toward 
achieving common social good. 

The key will be to create a set of shared 
values that each member of society owns 
and has a stake in. The idea is to go back 
to basics and assess the core elements 
of life contributing to human well being. 
I recall the words of the late Dr. Tetsu 
Nakamura, who dedicated his life to 
improving living standards in Afghani-
stan. He said that "Afghans wish for only 
two things. One is three meals per day, 
and the other is living together with their 
family in their hometowns." 3 Despite 
differences in individual values, funda-
mental human needs have often proved 
to be surprisingly straightforward.

2	 Cabinet	Office	(Japanese	Government),	What	is	Society	5.0?	https://www8.cao.go.jp/cstp/english/
society5_0/index.html.

3	 Fumiaki	Takano:	Inspiring	Stories	-	Dr.	Nakamura	-	The	people	and	incidents	that	contributed	to	the	Dream	of	
Landscape	Architecture,	International	Federation	of	Landscape	Architects,	ASIA-PACIFIC	website,	December	
17,	2019.	https://www.iflaapr.org/news/inspiring-stories-dr-nakamura-and-afghan-people.

It’s up to leaders to start the dialogue. 
Let’s create spaces in which everyone is 
free to express what’s important to them. 
We can’t tell people what they need — 
they must tell us. Maybe individual needs 
will align, and maybe they won’t. But with 
everything on the table, we will at least 
have a starting point from which we can 
pursue our shared values and a more 
universal wellbeing. 

Let the "new normal" be one in which 
we better understand and accommo-
date each other. I think this will create 
a post-crisis society that is more open, 
interconnected, and better prepared for 
the future. 
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This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Dr. Michinari Hamaguchi participated in 
"The economy and society need innova-
tion" conversation June 24. Watch the 
session on the GFCC YouTube channel.

The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.

/GlobalFederationofCompetitive-
nessCouncils

www.thegfcc.org

 @thegfcc

 /thegfcc/

 the-global-federation-of- 
 competitiveness-councils/

"It’s up to leaders to start 
the dialogue. Let’s create 
spaces in which everyone 
is free to express what’s 
important to them."

http://conversations.thegfcc.org/
http://conversations.thegfcc.org/
http://www.youtube.com/c/GlobalFederationofCompetitivenessCouncils
https://www.thegfcc.org/
mailto:info%40thegfcc.org?subject=
http://www.youtube.com/c/GlobalFederationofCompetitivenessCouncils
http://www.youtube.com/c/GlobalFederationofCompetitivenessCouncils
https://twitter.com/thegfcc
https://www.facebook.com/thegfcc/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-global-federation-of-competitiveness-councils/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-global-federation-of-competitiveness-councils/

