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“It’s kind of
like interim
management.
We don’t really
want the client
to become too
comfortable
with us.”
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If you make widgets and can sell them, is
it really necessary to have payroll specialists
and accountants on your staff? Not unless
you’ve got a specific need to, says entrepre-
neur Paul Butler, Manager at Strata Works, 
a Tokyo-based business processing outsourc-
ing (BPO) company. 

Most companies, even start-ups, are
better off focusing on their core
competencies and not on getting too
bogged down in day-to-day business
operations, he says. As one of Strata
Works’ top financial experts, Butler
should know. He and his bilingual
team of CPAs, attorneys, and human
resources specialists have assisted
multinational firms such as Hill-Rom,
a medical equipment manufacturer,
manage their monthly accounting
reporting as well as eased the back
office burden for many smaller compa-
nies such as Wall Street Institute, an
English language school that recently

entered Japan’s competitive, cutthroat lan-
guage universe. 

In nearly every case, Butler says, his compa-
ny’s clients need some kind of workable
solution to a problem, whether it’s inade-
quate financial reporting, a legal compliance
concern, or an overstaffing issue that has
become unmanageable. These are problems
that nearly all companies face, Butler insists.
“Even in our company, it’s very hard to see
where the problems lie. An outsider’s per-
spective can often get to the root of the
problem very quickly.”

How does BPO work? 
Once hired, Strata Works goes to work
mapping out each client’s business processes,
analyzing each layer and gap to see which
things are working and which aren’t, and
ultimately providing a solution. Then they
get out. “It’s kind of like interim manage-
ment. We don’t really want the client to
become too comfortable with us.” 

Case Studies 
Butler says one of the biggest challenges facing
businesses in Japan is the effective allocation of
human resources. The case of a large private
club in Tokyo that was overstaffed is instruc-
tive. Strata Works was brought in to carry
out an HR audit of the whole company.
Many of the company’s functions and
employees—gardeners, lifeguards, waiters,
cooks and cleaners—were not outsourced,
and there was a lack of overall planning from
an HR perspective, he says. From the audit,
Strata Works found that finance and
accounting was the culprit, and sent one of
their CPAs to spend a couple of months on
site to “fix things up.” The company became
a more streamlined operation as a result. 

Often, Strata Works outsources work for large,
high profile clients with narrowly specific
requests. Soon after Strata Works was estab-
lished, Nike hired the company to audit their
shoe and garment factories in Japan with the
aim of ensuring their suppliers met interna-
tionally recognized labor standards. “It was a
one-off. They could have used a big account-
ing firm, like Ernst & Young, but they liked
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our independence and small size.” Butler
explains that many of the well known multi-
national companies typically run tiny opera-
tions in Japan, so it doesn’t make sense for
the larger accounting firms to do the small
project work. So, “they’ll often refer those
clients to us. Strata Works doesn’t have the
cost structure that these big [accounting]
firms have, so we can come in with competi-
tive bids.” 

Sometimes, opportunities for such outsourcing come
unexpectedly. A U.K.-based healthcare con-
glomerate sells a brand name acne cream in
Japan. It has a staff of nine in Tokyo. The
company is struggling because of Japan’s
demographics—fewer teenagers means lower
sales. The Japan subsidiary is about to be 
sold, Butler says, and with this cloud over-
hanging the business, some people have
jumped ship.  Strata Works was hired to do
the company’s financials, reporting results 
in Japan to the company’s headquarters. “A
firm like Strata Works can fill the gaps where
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DO Start small.
Try to take a small
piece, i.e., “In three
days time we’ll fix your
billing system. It’s
much better trying to
climb the mountain
than starting at the
mountaintop and
trying to go down.”

DON’T Run out of cash.
Many entrepreneurs
have a great product
that might be selling
well, but they’re not
managing their cash
flow. Eventually, they
face crunch time and
have to close up or
sell. “That’s a real
tragedy. They need 
to make sure that they
can do that. If they
can’t do it, then get
someone who can.”

Paul Butler and his Strata Works coworkers.

• a way to free up resources so you can focus on your core business

• an outsiders discipline that can be used as a strategic weapon 

• an urgent, short-term interim management solution

• the benefits of economies of scale, helping companies reduce costs

• a means to get an honest opinion about their operations 

KEY LEARNINGS: BPO offers companies

there are sudden, unplanned changes at
companies. We can work on an interim basis
until things settle and the company has a
better understanding of where it wants to go.”

Why more companies are 
outsourcing in Japan
Butler says that BPO is a growth industry in
Japan. Strata Works’ revenue grew 20
percent last year, and is projected to reach 33
percent this year. Here’s some reasons why:

• It’s cheaper in the long run. On an annual-
ized basis and taking into account other
benefits such as social insurance, termina-
tion payments, hiring costs and headhunt-
ing fees, it actually works out cheaper for
companies to outsource.

• You can get an honest opinion. “If you 
ask foreign companies, the big issue that
they have is that they never know what 
is happening in Japan. Our clients like to
get on the phone or e-mail and talk to
someone who can communicate with
them in their own language. Also, we’re
not part of the company. So, we’ll tell
them the good results and we’ll tell them
the bad results.”

• Flexibility suits businesses better. A lot 
of companies’ business fluctuates; they’re
busy one month but slow the next. Strata
Works signs only one-month contracts, and
that’s especially attractive in Japan because
it’s difficult to hire and fire people because
of the inflexibility of the labor market.
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