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WHAT WILL CANON LOOK LIKE BY 2020? It’s an
important question, because that is the year that will mark 
a full quarter-century since Chairman and CEO Fujio Mitarai 
first launched his Excellent Global Corporation Plan, a bold 
multiyear initiative to transform the Japanese camera and 
office-equipment manufacturer into one of the world’s great 
and enduring companies. “By 2020, our business portfolio 
will have changed enormously,” Mitarai says. “The company 
name will still be the same, but we will operate across a far 
broader domain than we did 15 or 25 years ago.”

This under-the-hood transformation is not something that 
came about by accident. Mitarai became president of Canon 
in 1995, just as the great switchover from analog to digital 
was accelerating. “With cameras and office machines being 
digitized, replacement demand sparked off a boom. As a 
result, we enjoyed eight consecutive years of rising sales and 
profits,” he says.

Mitarai did not let this success go to his head. He knew 
that the camera and office-equipment markets were mature 
even before digitization, and that, once the switchover had run 
its course, growth would inevitably slacken. Hence his decision 
to spend the boom years hunting for new engines of growth. 
“I wasn’t just looking at random,” he says. “I was looking for 
businesses that had links to our existing businesses.” 

A SERIES OF LATERAL MOVES
A series of major deals followed. One of the first steps in 
Mitarai’s drive for lateral expansion came with the 2010 
acquisition of Océ, a Dutch manufacturer of high-speed 
digital commercial printing presses. As a maker of printers 
and copiers, Canon already had a foothold in the printing 
industry. An advance into commercial printing—where digital 
printing could offer image quality comparable to traditional 
offset printing, plus the advantages of easily customizable 
small-lot orders—was a logical step.

Mitarai’s next big acquisition took Canon into network 
cameras (network-connected cameras used for such pur-
poses as surveillance, market research and factory auto-
mation), a field where the synergies with the firm’s original 
camera business are obvious. Mitarai made Sweden-based 
Axis Communications, the global leader 
in network cameras, a consolidated 
subsidiary in 2015. Coupled with the 
2014 acquisition of Denmark-based 
Milestone Systems, the frontrunner in 
video management software, this gave 
Canon an unbeatable combination of 
hardware, software, and analytics—
and a worldwide sales network that 

propelled it to instant global 
leadership in a fast-growing 
industry.

The move into network 
cameras was prompted by Mitarai’s insight that, 
with the world’s population growing fast and societ-
ies becoming ever more complex, people felt an 
increasing need for safety and security in their ev-
eryday lives. It was this same insight that prompted 
his largest purchase ever, the 2016 acquisition of 
Toshiba Medical Systems Corporation (now Canon 
Medical Systems Corporation) for $5.47 billion 
(¥665.5 billion). Canon had been active in the 
health care industry since the company’s founding 
in the 1930s, building a modest presence in digital 
radiography and ophthalmic diagnostic equipment. 
“We had always been drawn to the health care 
field, but we neither invested nor had good enough 
technology to become a serious player,” says 
Mitarai. Toshiba was No. 4 globally in diagnostic 
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medical systems, with particular strengths in X-ray, 
CT (computed tomography), MRI (magnetic reso-
nance imaging), and diagnostic ultrasound devices. 
The acquisition transformed Canon into a global 
contender overnight. 

The last of the four new businesses in Canon’s portfolio 
was, Mitarai admits, more of a happy accident than anything 
else. In 2007, the company acquired Tokki Corporation (now 
Canon Tokki Corporation), a Japanese company specializing 
in the development, production and sale of the vacuum-
evaporation equipment used to manufacture organic light-
emitting diode (OLED) panels. “We acquired Tokki because 
we wanted to change the screens on our cameras from 
liquid crystal displays to OLED. LCD screens can be hard to 
see in bright daylight, whereas OLED panels, which generate 

their own light, are visible under any conditions,” Mitarai 
explains. “But before we even got around to using OLED for 
our own devices, the smartphone boom took off.”

The outlook for Canon Tokki remains extremely positive. 
With OLED panels starting to be used in televisions, Mitarai 
sees another major market coming into view. “We are ramp-
ing up our production capabilities,” he says bullishly. “Canon 
Tokki is one of the few companies in the world that makes 
the equipment for this specific application.”

Thanks to this flurry of acquisitions, Mitarai finally had 
his full portfolio of new businesses—or “growth engines” 
as he likes to call them—in place for fiscal year 2017. The 
resulting numbers speak for themselves. While Canon’s 
existing businesses are growing at around 6%, the com-
pany’s four new businesses—commercial printing, network 
cameras, health care, and industrial equipment—grew at 
a torrid pace of 105% in 2017. They currently account for 
24% of Canon’s overall net sales of $36.1 billion (¥4.08 tril-
lion). By 2020, the last year of Phase V in Canon’s Excellent 
Global Corporation Plan, Mitarai is hoping to lift this share 
to 30%, even while raising annual sales almost 20% to a 
lofty ¥5 trillion.

A TALE OF TWO STRATEGIES
How will Mitarai achieve these ambitious targets? The plan is 
to maximize the profitability of Canon’s mature camera and 
copier businesses and use the cash they generate to invest 
further in new growth businesses. 

In the mature businesses, higher profitability can be 
achieved by reducing costs on the one hand while produc-
ing higher-value-added products on the other, resulting in a 
better cost-to-sales ratio. Better procurement processes, the 
automation of production, and the placement of factories 
close to the markets they serve can all help drive costs 
down. As for creating higher-value-added products, Mitarai 
points out that even in mature markets, technology contin-
ues to evolve, meaning that new products with innovative 
functions still command a premium. For example, with in-
terchangeable-lens cameras, a shift is underway from DSLR 
(digital single-lens reflex) cameras to mirrorless cameras, 
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multiyear initiative to transform the Japanese camera and 
office-equipment manufacturer into one of the world’s great 
and enduring companies. “By 2020, our business portfolio 
will have changed enormously,” Mitarai says. “The company 
name will still be the same, but we will operate across a far 
broader domain than we did 15 or 25 years ago.”

This under-the-hood transformation is not something that 
came about by accident. Mitarai became president of Canon 
in 1995, just as the great switchover from analog to digital 
was accelerating. “With cameras and office machines being 
digitized, replacement demand sparked off a boom. As a 
result, we enjoyed eight consecutive years of rising sales and 
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its course, growth would inevitably slacken. Hence his decision 
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Mitarai’s drive for lateral expansion came with the 2010 
acquisition of Océ, a Dutch manufacturer of high-speed 
digital commercial printing presses. As a maker of printers 
and copiers, Canon already had a foothold in the printing 
industry. An advance into commercial printing—where digital 
printing could offer image quality comparable to traditional 
offset printing, plus the advantages of easily customizable 
small-lot orders—was a logical step.

Mitarai’s next big acquisition took Canon into network 
cameras (network-connected cameras used for such pur-
poses as surveillance, market research and factory auto-
mation), a field where the synergies with the firm’s original 
camera business are obvious. Mitarai made Sweden-based 
Axis Communications, the global leader 
in network cameras, a consolidated 
subsidiary in 2015. Coupled with the 
2014 acquisition of Denmark-based 
Milestone Systems, the frontrunner in 
video management software, this gave 
Canon an unbeatable combination of 
hardware, software, and analytics—
and a worldwide sales network that 

propelled it to instant global 
leadership in a fast-growing 
industry.

The move into network 
cameras was prompted by Mitarai’s insight that, 
with the world’s population growing fast and societ-
ies becoming ever more complex, people felt an 
increasing need for safety and security in their ev-
eryday lives. It was this same insight that prompted 
his largest purchase ever, the 2016 acquisition of 
Toshiba Medical Systems Corporation (now Canon 
Medical Systems Corporation) for $5.47 billion 
(¥665.5 billion). Canon had been active in the 
health care industry since the company’s founding 
in the 1930s, building a modest presence in digital 
radiography and ophthalmic diagnostic equipment. 
“We had always been drawn to the health care 
field, but we neither invested nor had good enough 
technology to become a serious player,” says 
Mitarai. Toshiba was No. 4 globally in diagnostic 
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medical systems, with particular strengths in X-ray, 
CT (computed tomography), MRI (magnetic reso-
nance imaging), and diagnostic ultrasound devices. 
The acquisition transformed Canon into a global 
contender overnight. 

The last of the four new businesses in Canon’s portfolio 
was, Mitarai admits, more of a happy accident than anything 
else. In 2007, the company acquired Tokki Corporation (now 
Canon Tokki Corporation), a Japanese company specializing 
in the development, production and sale of the vacuum-
evaporation equipment used to manufacture organic light-
emitting diode (OLED) panels. “We acquired Tokki because 
we wanted to change the screens on our cameras from 
liquid crystal displays to OLED. LCD screens can be hard to 
see in bright daylight, whereas OLED panels, which generate 

their own light, are visible under any conditions,” Mitarai 
explains. “But before we even got around to using OLED for 
our own devices, the smartphone boom took off.”

The outlook for Canon Tokki remains extremely positive. 
With OLED panels starting to be used in televisions, Mitarai 
sees another major market coming into view. “We are ramp-
ing up our production capabilities,” he says bullishly. “Canon 
Tokki is one of the few companies in the world that makes 
the equipment for this specific application.”

Thanks to this flurry of acquisitions, Mitarai finally had 
his full portfolio of new businesses—or “growth engines” 
as he likes to call them—in place for fiscal year 2017. The 
resulting numbers speak for themselves. While Canon’s 
existing businesses are growing at around 6%, the com-
pany’s four new businesses—commercial printing, network 
cameras, health care, and industrial equipment—grew at 
a torrid pace of 105% in 2017. They currently account for 
24% of Canon’s overall net sales of $36.1 billion (¥4.08 tril-
lion). By 2020, the last year of Phase V in Canon’s Excellent 
Global Corporation Plan, Mitarai is hoping to lift this share 
to 30%, even while raising annual sales almost 20% to a 
lofty ¥5 trillion.

A TALE OF TWO STRATEGIES
How will Mitarai achieve these ambitious targets? The plan is 
to maximize the profitability of Canon’s mature camera and 
copier businesses and use the cash they generate to invest 
further in new growth businesses. 

In the mature businesses, higher profitability can be 
achieved by reducing costs on the one hand while produc-
ing higher-value-added products on the other, resulting in a 
better cost-to-sales ratio. Better procurement processes, the 
automation of production, and the placement of factories 
close to the markets they serve can all help drive costs 
down. As for creating higher-value-added products, Mitarai 
points out that even in mature markets, technology contin-
ues to evolve, meaning that new products with innovative 
functions still command a premium. For example, with in-
terchangeable-lens cameras, a shift is underway from DSLR 
(digital single-lens reflex) cameras to mirrorless cameras, 
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which are often smaller and lighter. “Mirrorless cameras are 
providing us with growth momentum,” says Mitarai. 

Canon is also gaining ground by focusing on areas where 
smartphone cameras are simply unable to compete. In 
compact cameras, that might mean the capability to take 
pictures of stars and planets in the night sky. With DSLR 
cameras, “It’s all about integrated systems—offering the 
full range of equipment for different shooting needs, from 
journalism to art photography, delivering superior image 
quality and then providing the systems for transmitting those 
images,” Mitarai says. In an overall mature market, these are 
the pockets of vigorous growth.

Systems play a similarly key role in the world of copiers. 
According to Mitarai, Canon’s copiers are now far more than 
the name “copier” suggests. In fact, they are network-enabled 
devices that offer a host of functions beyond just copying and 
printing. “These are the sorts of solutions we need to provide: 
systems that meet the diverse needs of different organiza-
tions. It’s no longer just about providing hardware, software 
capability is equally crucial,” Mitarai says.

LONG-SIGHTED ACQUISITIONS 
As Mitarai points out, software is also vital to Canon’s new 
growth businesses. In the network camera field, for example, 
Canon possesses facial recognition technology capable of 
identifying an individual in the dark; software that can count 
crowds at a rate of 10,000 people in less than five seconds 
and software that, used in conjunction with an ultra-high-

resolution image sensor and optical technologies, 
can identify the tail livery on a flying airplane at 
18 kilometers. “Software development is where the 
real competition is taking place,” Mitarai reiterates.

It was precisely to boost these all-important 
software capabilities that Canon acquired 
Israeli company BriefCam Ltd. in July of this 
year. BriefCam’s video content analysis software 
synopsizes video, making it possible to review 
hours of footage in a matter of minutes. Users 
can then search through the synopsized video 
using such filters as size, speed, direction, and 
color to find precisely what they are looking for. 
“We are poised to make further big investments 
in the network camera business,” says Mitarai. 
“Our aim is to build a broad presence, from law 
enforcement to market research.” 

Of course, in addition to generating cash for 
acquisitions, Canon’s existing businesses also 
provide a deep reservoir of knowledge and know-
how in optical and sensor technologies that can 
be profitably applied to the businesses it acquires, 
creating a virtuous circle. Medical devices are a 
case in point. Here, Canon is leveraging its image-
processing technology to make images produced 

by diagnostic equipment clearer and more readable. “There’s 
a lot of room for improvement in this area. That’s particularly 
true in ultrasound, which has the merit of being minimally 
invasive. We’re investing heavily in R&D,” says Mitarai. 

One surefire way for Canon to maintain its position at the 
forefront of technological progress is by getting as close as 
possible to the fountainhead of innovation. “The things that 
are having the biggest impacts on our businesses and our 
lives—digital technology, artificial intelligence, the Internet of 
Things—they all originate in Silicon Valley. We need to have 
a presence there in order to identify promising new business 
domains,” Mitarai says. Precisely for that reason, Canon is 
currently expanding its research division in San Jose and 
building a range of collaborative and joint R&D agreements 
with top U.S. universities, from Stanford on the West Coast to 
Harvard on the East Coast. 

With its four new growth engines in place and Mitarai 
ready to make further acquisitions under the right conditions, 
the Canon of today continues to evolve. Public perceptions of 
the company, however, still lag reality. Mitarai, of course, has 
a strategy to bring them into alignment: “Our new businesses 
like network cameras and commercial printing still have an 
obvious link to Canon as it used to be. Going forward, we 
plan to invest more in building our health care brand. In that 
way, we can show the world that Canon is now about much 
more than cameras and printers, and actually covers a far 
broader business domain. With our new portfolio firmly 
established, our image will change.”●
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