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Dr. Bronner’s President Mike Bronner Talks About the Succession of his
American-Based Company’s Social Stance and Profitability as the Reach of its
Natural Soap Products Expands Globally
 
When thinking about what a company means to society, one major premise is that it
contributes to society by offering employment and paying taxes. Things such as
pursuing customer satisfaction or raising stakeholder profits might seem like issues or
hurdles that only companies which have exceeded certain management standards
would need to consider.
 
 
During our interview, Mike Bronner, President of Dr. Bronner’s—the American soap
company that exports its organic soap products to major countries worldwide as well
as sells via mail order—repeatedly emphasizes the importance of social contribution
and passionately discusses the fulfillment of employee benefits. While listening to
him talk on this subject, I get the feeling that the reason President Bronner gives such
a large part of the company’s business earnings to its employees and society is
because this is how the company (not publically listed) evokes the will to preserve a
stable level of earnings.
 
Mike, who became company president in 2015, along with is older brother David, are
known to have been instrumental in boosting the management of the company that
was begun by their grandfather in 1948, making these Bronner brothers 5th generation
soapmakers. While Dr. Bronner’s has expanded overseas sales to 9 countries and
regions, Mike, who at one time worked for a 3-year period as an English teacher in
Japan, says of the country, “it holds a special place in my heart.”
 
 
—Where does Japan rank among the countries in which your products are sold?
 
Bronner:
 
In terms of both amount of product distribution and money, Japan is first. Outside of
America, Japan was the fastest to expand, and because I had once lived in Japan, my
desire to do business there was especially impassioned. The fact that transaction
volumes grew in Japan and expanded into other countries is especially meaningful to
me.
 
When I first began to think about moving into the Japanese market, I had the chance
to talk with a variety of concerned parties. One thing I heard a lot of people say was “I
want to carry your product in my store.”
 
Relating to this, the first time I met Hiroshi Wada, President of Sahara International,
which for the last 14 years has exclusively handled our distribution in Japan, he said
to me, “With a soap this great, I would love to try a strategy in which we get placed in
distribution channels to specialty stores that actively stock new and interesting items.”
I was very impressed with his vision and so we both agreed, “let’s do this,” and thus
distribution throughout Japan began.  
 
Wada-san quickly began to expand our products in specialty shops as well as used TV
shopping channels to expand the “Magic Soap” brand.
 
 



 
There’s also a huge difference when you compare how we entered Japan as a pioneer
in organic soaps, whereas in Germany, for example, there was already a huge market
for organic products when we entered there.
 
—Since it’s been nearly 70 years that the company has continued to thrive, can
you tell us about the things that you have changed and the things that you have
decided to leave as is.
 
Bronner:
 
There haven’t been any major changes. Our original DNA is still very much intact,
which means we wish to remain a family business and have no shareholders. Since
the beginning, the predominant idea has been to make and offer products that are
good. At the same time, we believe that our employees are the most important part of
our company.
 
Which is why we have made it our policy to never pay those in upper management
positions more than 5 times the amount of the lowest paid employees.
 
However, under this system there are some executive staff who would likely earn
twice as much if they went to another company. The reason they stay and work for us,
I believe, is because they agree with our philosophy and mission.  
 
Furthermore, at present we donate 8.6% of our total sales to charities. If we didn’t
have the special company structure (meaning we aren’t a regular public company with
shareholders) that we have, there’s the possibility that we’d be facing legal action to
prevent that level of donation (by shareholders).
 
This is possible because we don’t have shareholders giving us directions to this and
that. We manage our own finances, and we have the power to make these decisions. I
think this is key.
 
There is a style of company in the U.S. called a “B corp,” which means benefit
corporation. By registering as this kind of company, even if we were a public entity,
there would be no stipulations on donating, regardless of our level of income. Thus,
we have appropriated this system. Furthermore, even if the president were to change,
or if we were purchased through M&A, the structure would not lapse. And, as great as
this sounds, the regulations are very strict, but somehow, we manage to make it work
 [laughing].    
 
—While placing such importance on social contribution and the treatment of
your employees, how is business progressing?
 
Bronner:
 
My grandfather lost both his parents in Nazi concentration camps. From this horror,
he wished to spread the importance of peace, and he would preach this on the street.
During this time, he would distribute to his audience soap that he himself had made
using the know-how passed down from his parents. On the soap labels he printed his
claims to the world and message. My grandfather’s true aim was simply to spread and
permeate this message. I, too, have inherited this.
 
Then, by the time we entered the 60’s, the soap’s reputation had begun to grow. By
1997, the year my grandfather passed, and the soap had managed to reach the no. 1
spot in America for all-natural soap products by pure word of mouth.
 
We have grown from 15 employees in 2000 to 200 employees in 2017. Business has
also grown. When we had 15 employees, our sales were about a little over 500 million
yen, but now they are at 11.3 trillion yen (shipped base). Since my brother and I have
taken over, I feel that the business has solidified and become a true business entity.
 



 
 
—What is the main factor for growth?
 
Bronner:
 
Our organic soaps are made according to food standards. There are no chemicals,
preservatives, or any detergent or detergent-like ingredients in our soap whatsoever.
And one reason why this matters is because of the access consumers have to
information through the internet. Consumers want to know what ingredients are in the
products they buy. Our company completely welcomes this kind of knowledge and
openness concerning our ingredients.
 
Another area that is very important to us is keeping a high morale among employees.
One thing we do is to make sure that every employee knows about how the products
are performing and other important information. Even people working in the bottling
and packaging areas will hear things like, “The popularity of our organic soap is
really growing in Japan.” I think this helps bring about a sense of pride throughout.
 
Sometimes I hear from major companies that there are indications that marketing and
sales are in disagreement. To that point, I have to say that at Dr. Bronner’s everything
is done as a team. We all help each other out, regardless of the division or area in
which you work. We have a very strong teamwork oriented work culture. There is no
hierarchal system, and instead we work through things as a family.  
 
Finally, based on our policy to really take care of our employees, all of our employees
receive full healthcare benefits, which means they have zero healthcare costs. Also,
we do our best to maximize bonuses and retirement benefits regardless of an
employee’s position at the company.
 
 
 








