
Akihiro Taguchi, Business Management Officer, Medical 
Business of Olympus Corporation explains the roles and future 
growth strategies of Olympus’s medical business.

Early Diagnosis and Minimally Invasive 
Therapy

As a member of society, we are committed to making an 
important contribution toward creating an environment for 
healthcare that serves humanity. 
Olympus Corporation provides the equipment to enable “Early 
Diagnosis” by endoscopic procedure and “Minimally Invasive 
Therapy”. To realize these two values, Olympus will provide 
Healthcare Professionals with world-leading technology, 
products, services, and solutions to benefit society.
Olympus medical business started out producing gastrointestinal 
endoscopes for diagnostic use.  The first endoscope was called 
a “gastrocamera” and it could only take photographs. In fact, 
lesions could not be seen until the film was developed. This 
was followed by the development of fiberscopes that used 
glass fiber to observe the interior of the stomach in real time. 
This improvement made it possible to perform treatment at 

the same time as the diagnosis, and Olympus embarked on 
the development of therapeutic devices such as EndoTherapy 
products to facilitate these procedures. Subsequently, 
videoscopes equipped with electronic image sensors were 
developed in the late 1980s to further improve visualization.
Minimally invasive therapy progressed hand in hand with 
advances in early diagnosis technologies. For example,  as 
screening capabilities were improved thanks to innovative 
technologies including NBI (Narrow Band Imaging), minimally 
invasive therapy for early stage cancer  were developed. If these 
minimally invasive therapy were not available, any benefits from 
early diagnosis would be reduced by the need to resort to major 
operations such as laparotomies.
Through the development of these two types of methods 
Olympus has contributed to medical advances that improve the 
quality of life (QOL) for patients.

Social Contribution in Two Areas 

Early diagnosis plays a major role in the treatment of cancer 
patients. Statistics from the Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare of Japan show that the proportion of deaths from 
stomach cancer has fallen significantly in Japan over the last 30 
years, which is largely attributable to the early detection made 
possible by the widespread use of endoscopes.
The positive contribution of minimally invasive therapy has 
also been significant. Open surgery causes major stress on 
the patient and typically involves an extended stay in the 
hospital. Patients who undergo procedures using gastrointestinal 
endoscopy, on the other hand, can sometimes be discharged on 
the same day. Also, procedures using surgical endoscopes leave 
less scarring than open surgery and typically require a shorter 
stay in hospital.
The contribution to healthcare economics is also important. 
Rising healthcare costs are a major issue for public finances in 
many countries around the world. Early diagnosis and treatment 
can lead to decreases in healthcare costs, and as a result, they 
will be able to play a significant role in overcoming this problem.
In these ways, the value delivered by Olympus benefits both 
individuals and wider society through advances in medical 
practice.

Further Growth in Surgical Field 

While the development of the Olympus medical business 
to date has focused mainly on the field of gastrointestinal 
endoscopy and its benefits of early diagnosis, we also recognize 
that we need to strengthen our involvement in the surgical field 
for further business growth, which is essential for delivering 
value in minimally invasive therapy.
The imaging devices that act as the doctor’s eyes during surgery 
are among our core products, and we aim to expand our market 
share by drawing on the technologies we have developed 
through our experience with gastrointestinal endoscopy.
While gastrointestinal medicine is a field in which diagnosis 
plays an important part, surgery has a key role in treatment 
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after the diagnosis has been made. Unlike gastrointestinal 
endoscopes, where simply being able to see inside the patient 
delivers value in the form of early diagnoses, the surgical field 
requires that we also direct our efforts toward therapeutic 
devices that act as the doctor’s hands during surgery.
For this reason, we are going to focus on the surgical energy 
device field as a key pillar of our surgical business alongside 
video and imaging systems. Our aim is to build a businesses 
por t folio based around our THUNDERBEAT plat form. 
Electrosurgical products tend to be disposable (single-use) 
and the business requires dif ferent know-how from the 
gastrointestinal endoscopy business. Once a hospital purchased 
a base system (generator), the key issue is how often they use 
our disposable products, which means, we can expect medium- 
to long-term business growth if we can supply our systems 
to hospitals that perform thousands of procedures a year. A 
challenge lies in front of us is to establish the business processes 
and business excellence for this supply of disposable products.

Building Foundations in Emerging Markets

Along with the surgical field, the development of business in 
emerging markets is another growth driver. Sales in the Chinese 
market, for example, have grown at 25 to 30% per annum over 
the last few years. China is expected to become the world’s 
largest market and we intend to devote considerable effort for 
the market in the future.
Our strategy for emerging markets is to start by using our 
strength in gastrointestinal endoscopy as the basis for 
establishing a business. The utilization of our training centers 
is a key part of this approach. Among those hospitals in China 
that perform gastrointestinal endoscopic examinations, top-
ranked hospitals currently account for the majority of our sales 
in China. The diagnostic and surgical practices at these hospitals 
are world class, and they purchase the latest equipment. It is 
important for us that we invite doctors from these facilities to 
visit our training centers so that they can try our endoscopes for 
themselves.
We also intend to supply low-price products developed 
specifically for emerging markets. We intend to gain a foothold 
in these markets by strategic release of the low-price products.

Production Strategy Based on Regional 
Strengths 

Currently, approximately 70% of production at our medical 
business takes place in Japan and 30% overseas. Our strategy 
is to manufacture the right products in the right place, in Japan 
or overseas, according to each region’s strength and unique 
characteristics. 
For example, the United States is an ideal place for material 
procurement, because there are global medical device 
manufacturers and extensive suppliers. The United States is 
also the world’s largest market for medical devices, therefore, 
manufacturing surgical products there is ideal from the 
perspective of local production for local consumption.
In contrast, the production of gastrointestinal endoscopy is 
a field where we can take advantage of Japanese strengths. 
In the case of digital products such as smartphones, for 
example, the same product can be produced by any suppliers if 
appropriate drawings are provided. Gastrointestinal endoscopes, 
however, require integrated skills to adjust numerous different 
technologies accurately, which is a specialty of the Japanese 
workforce. Besides, transferring know-how built up at Japanese 
plants overseas would be extremely difficult. Accordingly, we 
are confident that the best strategy is to continue manufacturing 
gastrointestinal endoscopes in Japan. In order to achieve 
sustainable business growth, we are investing in our three 
plants in the Tohoku region (Aizu, Shirakawa, and Aomori) with 
the aims of boosting their production capacity and improving 
efficiency at our Japanese production facilities.

Contribution to Healthcare 

Olympus is a company whose strength lies in technology, and I 
believe we can use this technology to open up new possibilities 
in the future. In the field of gastrointestinal endoscopy, we are 
working to further strengthen our fundamental capabilities. In 
the surgical field, which is set to become a future growth driver, 
we are expanding our share of the energy device business and 
seeking to achieve dramatic growth through our strategies for 
urology; gynecology; and ear, nose and throat (ENT). 
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