
www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

EU-JAPAN CENTRE FOR INDUSTRIAL COOPERATION - Head office in Japan 
Shirokane-Takanawa Station bldg 4F 

1-27-6 Shirokane, Minato-ku, Tokyo 108-0072, JAPAN 
Tel: +81 3 6408 0281 - Fax: +81 3 6408 0283 - TokyoOffice@eu-japan.gr.jp  

EU-JAPAN CENTRE FOR INDUSTRIAL COOPERATION - OFFICE in the EU 
Rue Marie de Bourgogne, 52/2 

B-1000 Brussels, BELGIUM 
Tel : +32 2 282 0040 –Fax : +32 2 282 0045 - office@eu-japan.eu 

http://www.eu-japan.eu / http://www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu / http://www.een-japan.eu 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE JAPANESE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM: 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR EU COLLABORATION 

 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                         
 
 
 

September 2017 
Natalie Meyer, Tokyoesque 

 
 
 

  

mailto:TokyoOffice@eu-japan.gr.jp
mailto:office@eu-japan.eu
http://www.eu-japan.eu/
http://www.eubusinessinjapan.eu/
http://www.een-japan.eu/


www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

2 

 

 

Contents 
 

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................................... 3 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ......................................................................................................................................... 4 

INTERVIEWEES ..................................................................................................................................................... 5 

MARKET BACKGROUND ....................................................................................................................................... 6 

THE JAPANESE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM ................................................................................................................... 9 

Key Sectors ........................................................................................................................................................................ 9 

Regional Hubs ................................................................................................................................................................. 10 

Recruitment of Talent ..................................................................................................................................................... 13 

FUNDING AND INVESTMENT .............................................................................................................................. 17 

Key Japanese Investors ................................................................................................................................................... 19 

Acquisitions and IPOs ...................................................................................................................................................... 22 

RESOURCES FOR ENTREPRENEURS ...................................................................................................................... 25 

Events .............................................................................................................................................................................. 25 

Incubators and Accelerators ........................................................................................................................................... 27 

Co-working Spaces .......................................................................................................................................................... 29 

INTERNATIONALISATION .................................................................................................................................... 33 

European Entrepreneurs in Japan ................................................................................................................................... 33 

Overseas Expansion ........................................................................................................................................................ 33 

CASE STUDY: MERCARI ....................................................................................................................................... 35 

QUANTITATIVE STUDY ....................................................................................................................................... 37 

RECOMMENDATIONS ......................................................................................................................................... 45 

APPENDIX .......................................................................................................................................................... 47 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

3 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The principal aim of this report is to map out the Japanese startup ecosystem for European entrepreneurs 
and organisations interested in exploring possible opportunities. Throughout this report, we explore the 
resources and opportunities currently available to domestic as well as foreign nationals. 
 
We begin by giving a broad overview of the Japanese startup world, looking at the significant economic 
and societal events that played a role in the development of the current ecosystem. This involves an 
analysis of the types of industries that are performing well, regional hubs that are expanding to 
accommodate entrepreneurial change, and recruitment and retention of startup talent. 
Next, we move on to discuss the funding and investment options available to entrepreneurs. This section 
addresses successful Japanese acquisitions and IPOs, foreign investors in Japan, and the sectors which are 
receiving the highest level of funding. We also look at the kinds of businesses and ideas major players such 
as banks and technology companies are helping to fund.  
 
Thirdly, we delve into resources. In this section, we highlight the prominent events, incubators, co-working 
spaces and coding schools helping to propel Japan’s ecosystem forward to compete on the domestic as 
well as global stage. Through this, we demonstrate where the opportunity spaces exist for Japanese and 
foreign entrepreneurs.   
 
The remainder of the report focuses on aspects of internationalisation including; experiences of European 
founders who have started up in Japan, experiences of Japanese entrepreneurs based in Europe, overseas 
expansion and learnings from other ecosystems. This is followed by a case study which looks at Mercari, a 
Japanese unicorn with operations in Europe and the US. We conclude the report with our own 
recommendations for those looking to get involved in the Japanese startup scene.  
 
Our methodology is both quantitative - via online desk research, and qualitative – through depth 
interviews with Japanese entrepreneurs. Insights gathered from one-to-one interviews are included 
throughout the report in order to provide a more in-depth analysis where relevant.    
 
There is currently not much information about Japan’s startup scene and what it has to offer. With this 
analysis, we wish to aid European businesses and organisations interested in the Japanese startup 
ecosystem with a sense of inspiration as well as practical guidance.  
 
 
 

                                                    Natalie Meyer 
 

                                                   Tokyoesque 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The results from our research are outlined below:   
 
Status of the Japanese startup ecosystem 
 

• Japan’s deeply embedded corporate cultural traditions maintain a strong influence over Japan’s 
startup ecosystem. 

• Tokyo is the centre of entrepreneurial activity in Japan, although the Kansai metropolitan region as 
well as Fukuoka in Kyushu are also beginning to flourish. 

• It is difficult to recruit and retain talent in Japan especially for mid-career positions.  
• Japanese startup expansion tends to focus on the USA (specifically California) and South-East Asia, 

with European points of expansion being based in London and Germany. 
 

Funding and investment 
 

• Unlike many markets, Japan experiences a glut of unused investment funds. This is in part related 
to a tendency for the funds to go towards companies that are perceived as being lower-risk and 
closer to IPO status. 

• Corporate venture capital represents a large number of the investors present in the ecosystem. 
Japan still lacks startup venture capitalists and corporate investors tend to have a conservative 
investment attitude that may adversely affect startup growth.  

• IPO is the preferred exit route and there are few startup acquisitions in Japan compared with the 
US. 

 
Opportunities for European entrepreneurs 
 

• Japan is home to a growing number of startup-related events, both large and small, attracting 
global talent and investors. 

• Due to the relaxing of visa restrictions, National Special Strategic Zones (NSSZs) like Fukuoka City 
represent particularly good bases for entrepreneurs looking to establish a business or expand in 
Asia.  

• European entrepreneurs and venture capitalists may find mentorship opportunities in an 
ecosystem lacking international experience. 
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INTERVIEWEES 

We invited six entrepreneurs based in Japan to share their experiences. Interviews were conducted with: 
 
Susumu Iwata, Founder & CEO – LOCKON Co. Ltd. 
(http://www.lockon.co.jp/en) 
Iwata founded LOCKON in 2001 at the age of 22. The company designs and develops marketing automation 
and business flow platforms, including e-commerce platform EC-CUBE and AD EBiS for measuring and 
maximizing the effectiveness of marketing strategies. LOCKON expanded to Silicon Valley in 2010. 
 
Naoki Nishida, COO & Co-Founder – Secual, Inc. 
(http://secual-inc.com/) 
Founded jointly by Nishida and Kazuhiro Aoyagi in 2015, Secual (a portmanteau of the words ‘security’ and 
‘casual’), is a startup that provides smart home security solutions. They are a prime example of a startup 
with experience of using an accelerator programme to advance their future foreign operations. Currently, 
they are only based in Japan but have ambitions to develop global products. Nishida previously worked for 
IBM and Deloitte.  
 
Hiromichi Koga, Founder & CEO - Digital Cube Co. Ltd.  
(https://en.digitalcube.jp/) 
Digital Cube, founded by Koga in 2006, is a provider of cloud-based Wordpress hosting and development 
tools. They are an advanced Amazon Web Services (AWS) partner. Digital Cube has released a steady 
stream of applications to fit around the recent serverless Wordpress model. Daniel Olson later joined the 
company as COO, working remotely from the US.  
 
Tomoyuki Sugiyama, Founder & CEO - CrowdCredit  
(https://crowdcredit.jp/global/)  
CrowdCredit are an online peer-to-peer lending platform, matching Japanese investors with borrowers 
globally. Sugiyama started the company in 2013 in response to the gap in the market caused by a 
downturn in bank lending. Since then, they have partnered with companies in countries such as Estonia, 
Finland and Italy.  
 
Thomas Pouplin, Co-Founder & CEO – Ikkai Co. Ltd.  
(https://ikkai.com/english/) 
Fukuoka-based Ikkai is a crowdsourcing marketplace which allows individuals and companies to outsource 
short-term missions to students. It is free to post requests and pricing can be set as desired.  It was co-
founded by Pouplin and Yasmine Djoudi, both French entrepreneurs, in 2015. They later also launched a 
service that analyses student data for recruitment purposes after identifying a need among their corporate 
clients. 
 
Boris Friedrich Milkowski, Designer & Managing Director - Goodpatch (Berlin) 
(http://goodpatch.com/) 
Goodpatch is a global UI design company, based in Tokyo and Berlin. The company was founded by 
Naofumi Tsuchiya in 2011.  They strive to create user experiences that will move people’s hearts through 
strategic design and development solutions. Boris was an early member of the Goodpatch Tokyo team and 
after three years, he moved back to Germany to set up the Berlin studio. 

http://www.lockon.co.jp/en
http://secual-inc.com/
https://en.digitalcube.jp/
https://crowdcredit.jp/global/
https://ikkai.com/english/
http://goodpatch.com/
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MARKET BACKGROUND 

The rise of startups 
 
The number of startups in Japan is rising although the original system of corporate life is still very much in 
place. The desire of some Japanese workers to secede from traditional corporate culture however has 
contributed to the emergence of startups in Japan. These people want to follow their own, unique business 
vision, or pursue an alternative passion. Public figures such as Hiroshi Mikitani, who left his job in banking 
to establish Rakuten, have also served as inspiration for Japan’s later startup founders. Japanese 
universities have started offering entrepreneurship classes ripe with budding entrepreneurs.  
 
The ecosystem also flourishes thanks to the creation and development of co-working spaces, startup 
events, as well as incubators. The truth is that there is still a good deal of room to grow – on the global 
entrepreneurship index, Japan ranks 25th 1, behind countries such as Taiwan and Estonia. Japan, however, 
is known as one of the most innovative markets in the world, particularly in sectors such as robotics.2 
 
Traditional corporate Japan 
 
The relatively slow growth of the startup ecosystem in Japan can be partly explained by the strong 
influence of traditional corporate structure that thrived after World War II. By 1970, Japan had surpassed 
West Germany to become the second biggest economic power in the world3. This period of high growth 
resulted in the lucrative bubble economy of the 1980s, with wages increasing substantially from 1987. 
Innovative companies like Sony were at the top of their game, the development of the Walkman being a 
prominent example. Japan is home to the world’s oldest corporations which worked under the same 
principles as startups when they first began operations – they were home to the latest innovations. In what 
remained a paternalistic society, large corporations offered workers perks including lifetime employment, 
health insurance and nearly automatic promotion by seniority. This approach worked well at the time 
because, as a result of these incentives, workers put in substantial hours of overtime each month in 
exchange for job security. It is also a very strong reflection of the communal spirit inherent in Japanese 
culture itself. 
 
Shifting away from tradition 
 
The collapse of the once booming bubble economy, however, meant that Japan would go on to experience 
ten years of economic stagnation from the early 1990s, known as the “Lost Decade.”4 This occurred due to 
the collapse of a bubble in the real estate market, which was being heavily financed by the banks. As the 
Ministry of Finance increased interest rates, this soon led to a stock market crash. The poor economic 
situation impacted job security, with jobs at large corporations no longer being guaranteed for life. As a 
result, there is now a more noticeable divide between regular and irregular workers; those who can be 
referred to as haken – or ‘dispatch’ workers, part-timers or ‘freeters’. By 2010, the number of temporary 
workers had skyrocketed to 17.0 million, equivalent to 34% of the Japanese workforce5. Many of those 
                                                 
1 The Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index. Accessed 2017, 22 June. https://thegedi.org/global-entrepreneurship-
and-development-index/  
2 CBS News. 2017, 28 July. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/japan-battles-population-decline-with-robots/  
3 Ohno, K. 2006. (p.162) http://www.grips.ac.jp/forum/pdf06/EDJ.pdf  
4 Ohno, K. 2006. (p. 200) http://www.grips.ac.jp/forum/pdf06/EDJ.pdf 
5 Adams, J. 2010, 18 May. https://www.pri.org/stories/2010-05-18/temp-nation-demise-lifetime-employment-japan  

https://thegedi.org/global-entrepreneurship-and-development-index/
https://thegedi.org/global-entrepreneurship-and-development-index/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/japan-battles-population-decline-with-robots/
http://www.grips.ac.jp/forum/pdf06/EDJ.pdf
http://www.grips.ac.jp/forum/pdf06/EDJ.pdf
https://www.pri.org/stories/2010-05-18/temp-nation-demise-lifetime-employment-japan


www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

7 

 

who had enjoyed steady careers at large companies experienced a change in mindset that helped to spur 
the growth of the Japanese startup ecosystem. 
 
Challenges 
 
Since Japan is a risk-adverse nation, the number of people choosing to start their own venture is low. 
Japanese employees are less likely to swap the stability of their current long-term jobs for unknown 
outcomes, with only a few deciding to take the leap. For young people, the economic recession has meant 
that finding secure, stable employment has become more difficult. Thus, there is often a sense of apathy 
surrounding the question of work.6 The majority of Japanese entrepreneurs set up businesses that are 
strongly related to their career history, whereas Western counterparts may take a more significant gamble 
by switching industries. Many Japanese entrepreneurs lack global ambition, because they feel that the 
domestic market is sizable enough to grow their business. From a cultural and societal perspective, Japan 
also presents a more manageable growth environment. The most successful startup founders have spent 
time studying or working overseas, which has given them the necessary global outlook to innovate7. 
Furthermore, the hiring process for startups can prove difficult, especially for those in mid-career positions. 
Pressure from workers’ families also means that change is not always embraced as readily as in other 
countries. 
 
In Japan, there is currently only $2 billion available to invest in startups8, yet not enough investment 
opportunities. On the other hand, Silicon Valley has much more available funding ($64 billion) to invest in a 
wider range of startups.9  Japan scores 92/100 on the Hofstede model for uncertainty avoidance – 
investors are less likely to hedge their bets on a business model that does not fit into this traditional 
scope10. As of June 2017, Japan is home to approximately 1,300 startups11 and despite the challenges, it 
represents a growing market with opportunities to apply cutting-edge technology to the everyday needs of 
society12. 
 
New breeds of entrepreneur 
 
The majority of Japanese startups are founded and run by men with aims to pursue another route outside 
of the primary corporate system. They have been able to build up their professional experience 
beforehand, which affords them greater credibility as they have a long-term view about what they want to 
achieve. In 2013, the average age of those starting a new business was 42, with 40.2% being in their 30s 
and 29.8% in their 40s13. On the contrary, there are only a handful of female founders in Japan, although 
they draw significant media attention. 
 
                                                 
6 Goodman, R. 2012. http://bit.ly/2tmyF2o   
7 Forbes. 2017, 24 April. https://www.forbes.com/sites/benjaminjoffe/2017/04/24/what-japan-must-do-to-create-the-next-
sony/#5289a3f14f23  
8 TechCrunch. 2017, 14 June. https://techcrunch.com/2017/06/14/500-startups-35-million-japan-fund/  
9 Kageyama, Y. 2017, 9 April. http://www.seattletimes.com/business/startups-in-japan-seeing-ample-cash-but-lack-of-
innovators/  
10 Science and Technology Office of Tokyo, Embassy of Switzerland. 2016, August. http://www.stofficetokyo.ch/Wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2013/04/StartupsVCandFintechInJapan.pdf  
11 Tech in Asia. Accessed 2017, 22 June. https://www.techinasia.com/startups   
12 Juhany, A. 2017, 15 March. http://www.slush.org/news/japanese-startup-scene-reactivation/  
13 Research Institute of Economy, Trade and Industry (RIETI). 2015, 16 March. 
http://www.rieti.go.jp/en/columns/a01_0417.html  

http://bit.ly/2tmyF2o
https://www.forbes.com/sites/benjaminjoffe/2017/04/24/what-japan-must-do-to-create-the-next-sony/#5289a3f14f23
https://www.forbes.com/sites/benjaminjoffe/2017/04/24/what-japan-must-do-to-create-the-next-sony/#5289a3f14f23
https://techcrunch.com/2017/06/14/500-startups-35-million-japan-fund/
http://www.seattletimes.com/business/startups-in-japan-seeing-ample-cash-but-lack-of-innovators/
http://www.seattletimes.com/business/startups-in-japan-seeing-ample-cash-but-lack-of-innovators/
http://www.stofficetokyo.ch/Wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/StartupsVCandFintechInJapan.pdf
http://www.stofficetokyo.ch/Wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/StartupsVCandFintechInJapan.pdf
https://www.techinasia.com/startups
http://www.slush.org/news/japanese-startup-scene-reactivation/
http://www.rieti.go.jp/en/columns/a01_0417.html
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Returnees, with their international experience, may re-envision the Japanese corporate environment and 
as such are more suited to becoming entrepreneurs. They are likely to have a fresh perspective and think 
about business in a very different way. It should be noted, however, that non-returnees who are 
unsatisfied with the corporate system and wish to run their own business still comprise the majority of 
entrepreneurs in Japan. These individuals may be inclined to establish an innovative venture more in line 
with their personal values and vision.14 Additionally, having left the corporate system once in Japan, it can 
be difficult to re-enter or indeed enter it at all if they left immediately after graduating. 
 
Under the traditional corporate structure, it is often more of a challenge for women and foreigners to be 
promoted into senior management positions. For women in particular, chasing promotions in Japan’s 
corporate culture can often mean sacrificing other aspects of life, such as having children.15 In this sense, 
startups present a whole new world of opportunities for those determined to make a difference. Two of 
the best-known Japanese startups, DeNA and Wantedly, were founded by women with strong business 
visions; Tomoko Namba and Akiko Naka respectively. Along with other key female figures, these women 
serve as inspiration for those struggling with return-to-work policies, or who are dissatisfied with their 
current career. 
 
Non-Japanese also bring with them a fresh outlook. Fukuoka, in Kyushu, is one of the hubs that is heralding 
the input of foreigners, from Asia and beyond, by offering an entrepreneurship visa16. If they intend to 
start up a new business in Japan, the rules are relaxed for those who choose Fukuoka as their base; 
otherwise the standard regulations will apply.  The ‘Startup Visa’ system permits foreign entrepreneurs to 
receive a six-month ‘Business Manager’ visa without fulfilling prerequisites such as minimum capital 
requirements or the obligation of hiring at least two employees. Fukuoka city also offers a subsidy on 
private accommodation and office rental up to 50% of the monthly fee as an incentive.17 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
14 Japan Times. 2014, 4 May. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2014/05/04/issues/kikokushoji-returnees-country-yet-
ready/#.WW4gm4jyvDc  
15 Financial Times. 2016, 11 January. https://www.ft.com/content/45fc28da-78d8-11e5-a95a-27d368e1ddf7?mhq5j=e1  
16 JETRO. 2017, 16 March. https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/invest/newsroom/2016/43c7284401c12919.html   
17 Fukuoka City. Accessed 2017, 18 July. http://www.city.fukuoka.lg.jp/keizai/r-support/business/rent_subsidy_english.html  

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2014/05/04/issues/kikokushoji-returnees-country-yet-ready/#.WW4gm4jyvDc
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2014/05/04/issues/kikokushoji-returnees-country-yet-ready/#.WW4gm4jyvDc
https://www.ft.com/content/45fc28da-78d8-11e5-a95a-27d368e1ddf7?mhq5j=e1
https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/invest/newsroom/2016/43c7284401c12919.html
http://www.city.fukuoka.lg.jp/keizai/r-support/business/rent_subsidy_english.html
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THE JAPANESE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM 

Key Sectors 
 
IoT 

With the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games nearing, IoT has fast become a key development 
sector in Japan. IoT’s ability to connect people with the environment around them and to provide 
actionable data to companies and government departments is just one of the reasons. In April 2017, 
KYOCERA Corporation announced that it had partnered with the global IoT network, Sigfox18 to offer lower 
cost solutions and longer battery life for related devices.19 Previously, these two factors have hindered 
other Japanese companies breaking into the marketplace. By 2020, KYOCERA aim to roll out their IoT 
services across the most prominent thirty-six cities in Japan. During our interviews with Japanese 
entrepreneurs, in addition to cloud computing, IoT was most often cited as receiving the highest level of 
interest from Japanese venture capital firms. Nikkei BP hold the IoT Japan event every October at Tokyo 
Big Sight 20 as a part of the IT Pro Expo, attracting a huge visitor base of more than 60,000 professionals.21 

Fintech 

The fintech boom in Japan can be largely attributed to the easing of the strict regulations imposed on 
businesses for receiving investments from the major banks. Now, Japan's financial industry regulator hopes 
that relaxed rules on investing in financial ventures, and a new system for regulating virtual currency 
exchanges that passed through parliament in May 201622, will speed up the momentum. The changes, 
which allow banks to buy stakes of up to one hundred percent in non-finance-related firms, have freed up 
Japan's three megabanks to enter into tie-ups with fintech ventures. Given that the banks and fintech 
companies exist within the same industry, there are many potential investment gains to be made. The 
rules surrounding Bitcoin mean that users are better protected and as a result, the level of trust grows.23 
 

Robotics 

Japan has long been synonymous with developments in the field of robotics. More recently, the world has 
become familiar with Japan’s lifelike humanoid robots, powered by AI technologies, such as Softbank’s 
Pepper, which can detect and respond to human emotions.24 Japanese people view these intelligent robots 
as helpers, believing that they are created to co-exist with humans in harmony, rather than working 
against them. In a country where the population is ageing and the labour market needs a substantial long-
term boost, robots can provide reliable solutions across a number of industries. Healthcare is one of the 
key areas that Japanese robotics is positively affecting, with robots being designed to lift patients safely at 
hospitals, and provide comfort to members of the elderly who lack social interaction. Some of the 
companies behind robot development are building standalone models, whilst others choose to focus on 
the use of cybernics (the integration of human, robot and information systems). Notably, Cyberdyne25 has 

                                                 
18 Sigfox. https://www.sigfox.com/en  
19 KYOCERA Corporation. 2017, 4 April. http://global.kyocera.com/news/2017/0401_bfko.html  
20 Nikkei BP. http://expo.nikkeibp.co.jp/iot/2017/exhibition/english/  
21 Nikkei BP. http://expo.nikkeibp.co.jp/itpexpo/2016/english/  
22 Bitcoin.com. 2016, 25 May. https://news.bitcoin.com/japan-passes-law-regulation-bitcoin/  
23 Cryptocoins News. 2016, 25 May. https://www.cryptocoinsnews.com/japan-passes-bill-regulate-bitcoin-exchanges/  
24 Softbank. Accessed 2017, 30 August. https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/robots/pepper  
25 Cyberdyne. https://cyberdyne.jp/english/company/index.html  

https://www.sigfox.com/en
http://global.kyocera.com/news/2017/0401_bfko.html
http://expo.nikkeibp.co.jp/iot/2017/exhibition/english/
http://expo.nikkeibp.co.jp/itpexpo/2016/english/
https://news.bitcoin.com/japan-passes-law-regulation-bitcoin/
https://www.cryptocoinsnews.com/japan-passes-bill-regulate-bitcoin-exchanges/
https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/robots/pepper
https://cyberdyne.jp/english/company/index.html
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created HAL (Hybrid Assistive Limb), an exoskeleton that aids users in lifting heavy items by reacting to 
signals transmitted from the brain to muscles in the body.26 

Regional Hubs  
 
As Japan’s capital, Tokyo naturally attracts the largest number of entrepreneurs and thus forms the base 
for new ventures. With its growing number of startup-related events, co-working spaces, incubators and 
investors, the city remains to be the strongest magnet for building up the ecosystem further. Many 
founders are already based in or have experience of working in Tokyo. Increasingly, however, other areas 
of the country are also redefining their business infrastructure to encourage entrepreneurs to set up office 
there. The two areas making the biggest waves outside of Tokyo are currently the Kansai region and 
Fukuoka. The government is actively promoting uptake in these locations through a series of ‘startup cafes’, 
which offer consultations to budding entrepreneurs.  

Whilst there is a lot of scope for regional hubs to flourish, current policies and efforts are still not strong 
enough to compete on a level footing with Tokyo. In recent years, the Kansai region, as is the case with 
rural areas, has been losing many of its young people to the capital. Furthermore, there are social and 
cultural barriers that make workers reconsider moving away from Tokyo.27 But along with Fukuoka, the 
Kansai region is working hard to boost appeal and resources to become more relevant for passionate 
entrepreneurs.  

Kansai  

Kansai is located to the west of Tokyo, and is comprised of seven prefectures; one of which is Osaka. As 
Japan’s second largest city, Osaka is striving to become one of the core startup gateways in Asia. Osaka’s 
government is especially keen on this idea as traditional companies such as Sharp whose headquarters are 
located in the city are experiencing troubled times. The local government is trying to encourage the 
creation of startups to aid the city’s economic growth.  The city has launched a publicly funded incubator 
called the Osaka Innovation Hub (OIH), one of the most recognised startup-related organisations, run by 
the local government.  

One of their initiatives is the Lab at the Grand Front Shopping Mall28. The project is part of the ‘Knowledge 
Capital’ scheme and was established in 2012 with a view to creating new industries, promoting culture, 
encouraging international exchange and developing human resources29. Startups can develop prototypes 
and benefit from professional services before testing with real consumers all under one roof. Growth 
hacking events are commonly hosted by OIH, such as HackOsaka2017 and an international pitch contest30. 
In an interview, Hiroyuki Tahara, Staff Officer for Innovation, Economic Strategy Bureau, Osaka City 
Government, mentions that the city concentrates many hardware and IOT startups.31 This was confirmed 

                                                 
26 Nikkei Asian Review. 2017, 28 March. https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Companies/ANA-testing-HAL-robot-suits-at-Narita  
27 Japan Times. 2015, 28 November. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2015/11/28/lifestyle/tokyo-killing-rest-
japan/#.WW8WT4jyvDc  
28 The Guardian. 2016, 31 March. https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/mar/31/japan-silicon-valley-osaka-
hi-tech-startups-reverse-economic-woes  
29 Knowledge Capital. Accessed 2017, 27 June. https://kc-i.jp/en/about/organization/  
30 Osaka Innovation Hub. Accessed 2017, 27 June. http://www.innovation-osaka.jp/hackosaka2016/pitchcontest  
31 Huang, Elaine. 2015, 13 October. https://e27.co/a-glimpse-into-osaka-one-of-japans-budding-startup-hubs-20151013/  

https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Companies/ANA-testing-HAL-robot-suits-at-Narita
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2015/11/28/lifestyle/tokyo-killing-rest-japan/#.WW8WT4jyvDc
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2015/11/28/lifestyle/tokyo-killing-rest-japan/#.WW8WT4jyvDc
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/mar/31/japan-silicon-valley-osaka-hi-tech-startups-reverse-economic-woes
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/mar/31/japan-silicon-valley-osaka-hi-tech-startups-reverse-economic-woes
https://kc-i.jp/en/about/organization/
http://www.innovation-osaka.jp/hackosaka2016/pitchcontest
https://e27.co/a-glimpse-into-osaka-one-of-japans-budding-startup-hubs-20151013/
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in our interview with Naoki Nishida of Secual32, who viewed Osaka as being the home of many hardware 
startups. 

Another initiative is the government-backed startup café, primarily supported by the University of Kansai 
where it is located, and media retailer Tsutaya. The café offers advice and support for aspiring 
entrepreneurs as well as those who have already established a business. Representatives from a number of 
Japanese companies including Amazon Web Services (AWS), Raksul and Samurai Incubate are on hand to 
provide services and the benefit of their experience.33 

Similarly, Kyoto has also always been a centre of innovation and industry, aspects which are still 
encouraged today via an incubation programme, spearheaded by the Japanese government. The city is also 
home to Kyoto University, one of Japan’s most elite. The Kyoto University Venture Fund was set up in 2007 
and is now managed by Miyako Capital. The Kyoto Institute of Technology also recently established the 
Kyoto Startup Summer School34, an entrepreneurship programme conducted in English and aimed at 
connecting entrepreneurs and educators worldwide.  

Kobe, another major city in the Kansai region, also offers opportunities for startup-minded individuals to 
thrive. This comes about more in the form of training and development support. For instance, the 500 
Startups accelerator runs a 500 Kobe Pre-Accelerator programme each year between August and October. 
KGSG (Kobe Global Startup Gateway) is a contest that awards funds and nominates selected startups to be 
entered into the Kobe 500 programme.  

Fukuoka 

Fukuoka City has a population of more than 1.5 million35, 75,000 people moved to the city between 2010 
and 2015. During the same time period, the number of foreign residents increased by 22%.36 In 2012, 12.3% 
of 25-35 year olds living in the city stated that they would like to start their own business in the area.37 In 
2015, Fukuoka saw a total of 2,800 new companies being formed. Fukuoka is seeking to replicate the 
success of Seattle’s startup scene by attracting talent from across the country as well as abroad. The local 
mayor, Soichiro Takashima, is largely behind this ensuring that there can be more flexibility for 
entrepreneurs looking to relocate to Fukuoka.  

Fukuoka acts as an alternative gateway to Japan, particularly for those hailing from other Asian countries 
such as China and South Korea38. The size of the city means that it is more convenient for commuting when 
compared with Tokyo, which sees millions flocking through its public transport system every day. 
Furthermore, the cost of living is lower in Fukuoka,39 another advantage for young people looking to 
establish a presence there. Susumu Iwata of LOCKON notes that Fukuoka still does not have the same 

                                                 
32 Naoki Nishida is Founder & CEO of Secual. 
33 Startup Café Osaka. Accessed 2017, 19 July. http://startupcafe-ku.osaka   
34 Kyoto Startup School. http://www.kyotostartupschool.org/  
35 Startup City Fukuoka. Accessed 2017, 27 June. https://startup.fukuoka.jp/why-fukuoka  
36 Bloomberg. 2017, 28 March. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2017-03-28/forget-tokyo-japanese-startup-
founders-are-flocking-to-fukuoka  
37 CNN Money. 2016, 16 November. http://money.cnn.com/2016/11/16/technology/fukuoka-startup-city/index.html  
38 Nohara, Yoshiaki. 2017, 28 March. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2017-03-28/forget-tokyo-japanese-startup-
founders-are-flocking-to-fukuoka 
39 Numbeo. Accessed 2017, 19 July. https://www.numbeo.com/cost-of-
living/compare_cities.jsp?country1=Japan&city1=Fukuoka&country2=Japan&city2=Tokyo  
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number of mature companies when compared with Tokyo. For early stage startups, however, Fukuoka is 
an ideal place to be. Iwata suggests that when looking to grow a business in Fukuoka, hiring local talent can 
be a good start.  

In 2014, Shinzo Abe’s government designated the city as a National Strategic Zone for startups. These areas 
have been deregulated from the central government in Tokyo to facilitate closer discussions between the 
local government and private companies. The aim of this is to boost the stagnant economy in the mid-to-
long term.40 The following year, Fukuoka passed Kobe to become the fifth-largest hub in Japan.41 Hiromichi 
Koga of Digital Cube42 says that it is precisely because the initiative in Fukuoka is government-led that it 
has gained so much traction, otherwise it would not have taken off to this extent.  

A six-month startup visa, launched in 2016, has also been introduced in a bid to encourage foreign 
entrepreneurs to choose Fukuoka as their base. Previously, individuals would need to meet the 
requirements for the ‘Business Manager’ visa. This involved proving that they had an office space, two or 
more permanent employees or capital/investments exceeding five million yen upon submitting the 
application to the Immigration Bureau. The new startup visa, however, exempts entrepreneurs from 
requiring Business Manager status for a period of six months. Entrepreneurs must first submit a New 
Business Implementation Plan (NBIP) to the local government in Fukuoka for review. If accepted, they may 
proceed to formally apply for the startup visa. Thomas Pouplin of Ikkai mentioned that the scheme has 
been criticised by some entrepreneurs since so much is required over such a short period of time. On the 
other hand, he believes that this new scheme helps the city to separate the non-viable startups from the 
viable ones.  

In this sense, therefore, Fukuoka acts as a type of transitional visa easing a foreign entrepreneur’s entry 
into the country. As an extra incentive, there is a corporate tax reduction for entrepreneurs starting their 
business in any of the ten National Strategic Special Zones43, including Fukuoka. There, they will pay a 
lower rate of tax for the first five years following the establishment of their company.44 These zones (NSSZs) 
are spread across Japan. The government wants to boost the economic viability of these areas through the 
channels of entrepreneurship, female employment, healthcare and urban revitalisation.  

Thomas Pouplin praised the assistance that Fukuoka City provided. Originally, he had thought that Ikkai 
would only be able to obtain help and advice from venture capitalists. There was also the prospect of 
having to shoulder the administrative burden from the government since they did not speak Japanese. This 
turned out not to be the case, however, and the city alone offered more.  

As a result of these public policies, Fukuoka has become the fastest growing city after Tokyo and has the 
highest ratio of new business startups of Japan’s twenty-one largest cities.  

 

                                                 
40 SMAM. 2014, 21 October. http://www.smam-
jp.com/documents/www/english/market_info/2014/10/22/SMAMMarketKeywordNo018.pdf  
41 Japan Times. 2017, 24 May. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2017/05/24/issues/can-fukuoka-live-tech-startup-
hype/  
42 Hiromichi Koga is Founder & CEO of Digital Cube. 
43 Invest Tokyo. Accessed 2017, 22 August. http://www.seisakukikaku.metro.tokyo.jp/invest_tokyo/english/invest-
tokyo/nssz.html  
44 Fukuoka City. 2015, 25 December. http://www.city.fukuoka.lg.jp/soki/kikaku/business/startuphoujingenzei_en.html  
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http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2017/05/24/issues/can-fukuoka-live-tech-startup-hype/
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2017/05/24/issues/can-fukuoka-live-tech-startup-hype/
http://www.seisakukikaku.metro.tokyo.jp/invest_tokyo/english/invest-tokyo/nssz.html
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Conclusion 

Compared with Tokyo, it is more challenging to find talent and investment for startups in other areas of 
Japan. As is the issue in Osaka, key industry events are still held in and around the capital. This means that 
face-to-face networking opportunities with those who can provide funding and partnership deals are 
harder to come by without travelling to reach them.45 Fukuoka appears to be leading the way in terms of 
the financial and advisory support available, particularly for foreigners starting up a business. As Japan 
continues to embrace startup culture, it is likely that the aforementioned hubs and other areas will see 
significant policy changes. Geographically speaking, each hub is in a strategic location which is also useful 
when it comes to attracting a wider pool of domestic and international talent. 

The entrepreneurs we interviewed recommend choosing startup locations carefully and believe that it is 
necessary to set up an office in Tokyo during the growth stage. Susumu Iwata stated that although the 
LOCKON headquarters stands out in Osaka, they decided to base their sales and marketing operations in 
Tokyo. Similarly, Thomas Pouplin of Ikkai said that whilst the company has been able to grow in Fukuoka, 
they will open a Tokyo branch following another round of investment. This is because Tokyo is home to 
more businesses and thus, the opportunities and number of potential clients multiply. 

 

Recruitment of Talent 
 
Japan’s recruitment market has traditionally been conservative in terms of modes of application. University 
students in their third year simultaneously apply to selected companies, with a view to becoming a regular 
employee the following April. Competition remains fierce and those graduating from lower-ranking 
universities and colleges may find themselves struggling to secure these positions. This creates a divide 
between the different types of jobseekers and makes competing against the thousands of new graduates 
entering the labour market the following year more gruelling. As previously mentioned, the notion that a 
larger company can provide better job security is being challenged. Between 2000 and 2016, average 
annual wages decreased by close to 400,000 yen46 (approximately €3,108). It is far less common in Japan 
for mid-career professionals to apply directly to a company. Instead, they opt to use an intermediary, such 
as a recruitment agent who can negotiate on their behalf.   

Startup recruitment 

For Japanese startups, recruiting directly can be a very time consuming process for small teams, and the 
question of how to recruit well can be a tricky question. In particular, hiring mid-career professionals is 
difficult because often they do not advertise that they want to change jobs. Compared with a more long-
term and stable company, startup jobs are widely considered to be more uncertain, on top of which there 
is still pressure from family members to maintain a consistent and guaranteed income. It is easier for a 
well-established technology company to recruit talent over a lesser-known startup with few proven 
credentials. Naoki Nishida of Secual confirmed that it had been very difficult to find the right specialists for 

                                                 
45 Japan Times. 2017, 24 May. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2017/05/24/issues/can-fukuoka-live-tech-startup-
hype/#.WW8p5YjyvDd  
46 OECD. Accessed 2017, 19 July. https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=AV_AN_WAGE  
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their startup. Boris Friedrich Milkowski47 of Goodpatch also thinks that startup workforces vary greatly 
between the US and Japan. In the US there are more experienced startup employees – which is crucial to 
avoid common mistakes, whilst in Japanese startups most of the employees are juniors. 

Recruitment platforms 

LinkedIn is not widely used, although it has gained some popularity, mainly among those who are looking 
to grow their international network. In August 2016, the site registered 2% active reach in Japan48. Three 
of the main recruitment sites used by startups in Japan are; Wantedly49, Justa50 and Bizreach51. Wantedly 
is a social recruiting platform, founded in 2010 by Akiko Naka. The key benefit is that the service is not 
solely focused on advertising startup positions, but it allows users to find employment based on intrinsic 
values as opposed to the more black-and-white question of wages and benefits. The social side of the 
offering is that it connects with Facebook, LinkedIn and GitHub to recommend jobs based on user interests. 
A recruiter, working for Kaizen52, praises Wantedly, saying “[It] works because it’s a casual platform instead 
of a formal one. In Japan, people are very afraid of ever saying ‘I am interested in this job’.”53 Furthermore, 
the Wantedly Visit app allows job seekers to browse company and role information in a social media feed 
format. Then, users can recommend a company to others, request to talk with a representative or pay a 
pre-arranged visit to a company of interest.  

Justa is first and foremost dedicated to connecting startup employers with tech talent, but also offers roles 
in other areas such as marketing & PR, finance & operation, and sales. Unlike Wantedly, Justa is not a social 
recruiting platform and caters only to startups. In December 2016, the company was acquired by Wahl and 
Case, a Tokyo-based recruitment firm focused on serving the best interests of employers and candidates. 
Justa partners with several industry organisations in order to fulfil its mission to bring about greater change 
within the Japanese startup ecosystem. These partners include 500 Startups Japan54, Open Network Lab55, 
and the Open Japan Project56. 

Finally, Bizreach has been dubbed “Japan’s version of LinkedIn.”57 It is a service that offers executives 
quality direct connection with talent head hunters and companies. It was founded in 2007 and is more 
conservative than Justa and Wantedly as well as only being available in Japanese. This does not mean that 
the platform is not innovative in its own right. It broke away from traditional recruitment business models 
by allowing companies to post jobs and connect with jobseekers free of charge. Paid subscriptions are also 
available for more premium options. The company has also created a separate service, Bizreach Woman58, 
that specifically targets the female demographic.   

                                                 
47 Boris Friedrich Milkowski is Managing Director of Goodpatch Berlin.  
48 Statista. Accessed 2017, 25 July. https://www.statista.com/statistics/284744/active-online-reach-of-selected-social-networks-
by-country/  
49 Wantedly - http://www.wantedly.com/  
50 Justa - https://justa.io  
51 Bizreach (in Japanese) - https://www.bizreach.jp/  
52 Kaizen - https://kaizenplatform.com/en/  
53 Lever. 2016, 19 July. https://www.lever.co/blog/recruiting-in-japan-vs.-america-a-global-recruiters-perspective  
54 500 Startups Japan - https://500startups.jp/  
55 Open Network Lab - https://onlab.jp/en/  
56 Open Japan Project - http://www.open-japan-project.com/en/  
57 Tech in Asia. 2016, 29 March. https://www.techinasia.com/33m-funding-japans-version-linkedin  
58 Bizreach Woman (in Japanese) - https://woman.bizreach.jp/  
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Bizreach and Wantedly have become profitable as a result of deeply understanding the changing needs of 
Japanese jobseekers and employers and integrating solutions accordingly.  

Finding startup talent 

In Japan, the availability of talent is lower in some areas than others. People still tend to flock to Tokyo, 
despite other urban hubs such as Fukuoka and Kansai growing in popularity. Increasingly, however, 
domestic tech talent is lagging behind and as a result foreigners are coming in to fill the knowledge gaps. 
The technology sector is one of the key focal points, since there is expected to be a shortage of around 
600,000 IT specialists59 by 2030, while demand for this expertise is on the rise. Due to the reality of the 
population crisis, visa legislations have been relaxed which has also helped to encourage foreign 
participation in the labour market.   

Japanese organisations are also working to train and retain domestic talent. Those who have studied, 
trained or been employed abroad may not want to return to Japan if the prospects are better overseas. 
NPOs such as Women Who Code Tokyo and Code Chrysalis are looking to reform the current Japanese 
learning model in order to reflect this change. According to the 2016-17 Competitiveness Report, 
commissioned by the World Economic Forum, Japan ranks eighth overall, but 77th in its ability to attract 
global talent and to employ women. The top three “most problematic factors for doing business” were; tax 
rates, restrictive labour regulations, and insufficient capacity to innovate.60  

In light of this, foreigners are increasingly being integrated into Japanese startups in tech roles which may 
only require minimal Japanese skills. Those who do possess a more advanced level of Japanese can 
represent startups in terms of cross-border liaison and business development. This can lead to the 
company becoming more relevant on a global scale, which builds credentials and attracts more skilled 
talent.  

How easy is it to recruit foreign talent? 

As highlighted in the regional hubs section of our report, the Japanese government are actively forming 
initiatives that will achieve the goal of more highly qualified foreigners working in Japan. This also includes 
an easing of permanent residency restrictions for non-Japanese. Whereas foreigners previously had to 
renew their work visas annually for a period of five consecutive years, the government has now reduced 
this time period to just one year for highly skilled and qualified workers. After working in Japan for a year, 
provided they have at least eighty points on the Immigration Bureau’s system, they can apply for 
permanent resident status.61 This scheme is just one facet of the Prime Minister’s economic revitalisation 
plan. 

Hiromichi Koga of Digital Cube notes that cross-border collaboration with foreign talent can be beneficial 
for growth. Daniel Olson, who became the company’s COO, met Koga at an event whilst working for an 
agency. They developed a business relationship and eventually Koga took Olson on as an employee so he 
could help build Digital Cube’s presence in the US. Koga says that trial periods are important to ensure that 
                                                 
59 Japan Times. 2017, 30 June. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/06/30/national/foreign-workers-seen-solution-
industry-shortage/#.WVZPj9Pyt-U  
60 World Economic Forum. Accessed 2017, 24 July (pp.216-217). https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-competitiveness-
report-2016-2017-1  
61 Relocate Global. 2017, 15 August. https://www.relocatemagazine.com/news/immigration-alert-japan-implements-new-one-
year-permanent-residence-pathway   
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foreign candidates will be the right fit. Susumu Iwata of LOCKON mentions that their company currently 
employs four foreigners, three of whom are already at mid-career level. He emphasizes that although it 
will take time to achieve, he aims to increase the number of foreigners in the company. Iwata believes that 
the key to growing a business internationally is to strengthen communications between the main Japan 
office and international branch offices, and that foreigners are important in this process.  

Naoki Nishida of Secual states that although there are currently no foreign employees working at their 
office, since they are planning to expand into China and English-speaking Asian countries next year, this will 
change. He believes this is necessary to create products fit for the global marketplace.  
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FUNDING AND INVESTMENT 

In this section, we will examine the investment supply and types of investors in Japan. Looking at the graph 
compiled by Japan Venture Research Co., we can see that venture capital (the blue bars in billions of yen) 
has been expanding since 2012 to reach more than JPY 200 billion (around €1.5 billion) in 2016. The 
number of companies receiving this venture capital (orange line in the graph) has declined to 979 
companies which means that the median amount received by each startup is higher. 
 

 
Graph – Trend in total funding by number of companies 2006 – 2016 

Vertical axis left: amount in billion yen 
Vertical axis right: number of companies 

 
Angel investor Dr Tomy Kamada and Head of investment fund 500 Startups Japan, James Riney speak 
about the types of investment that exist within in the Japanese ecosystem. Riney states that the amount of 
venture capital in Japan is still small compared with other ecosystems, 62 whereas Dr Kamada blames the 
low level of investment in startups during their early stages. 63 Goodpatch’s Boris Friedrich Milkowski says 
that investment behaviour in Japan is still very conservative in nature and that he would like to see more 
cross-border investment and partnerships in the future.  
 
Compared with the US ecosystem, the number of angel investors is almost non-existent in Japan as 
venture capitalists (VCs) focus on middle stage and late stage startups: “There is almost no seed capital in 
Japan,” notes Dr Kamada. Crowdfunding as a means of investment for startups is also very limited. 
According to the Yano Research Institute, in 2014 crowdfunding represented JPY ¥21 billion (€163 million) 
but only 1.9 % of this figure was dedicated to investment.64 
 

                                                 
62 500 Startups Japan. https://500.co/japan-startup-ecosystem-founders-investors/ 
63 Beacon Reports. http://beaconreports.net/en/kickstarting-japanese-startups/ 
64 Yano Research Institute. Accessed 2017, 22 August. https://www.yanoresearch.com/press/press.php/001573 
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The other difference we can see with Japan is that the traditional path of being acquired by a big company 
is uncommon for startups as an exit strategy. In the US, companies such as Google acquire innovative 
startups while in Japan, big corporations still follow the old model that has worked for many years in terms 
of developing R&D in-house. Although the situation is progressively changing, most big Japanese 
companies are not ready to embrace the system of ‘open innovation’.  
 
As a result, the only solution left for Japanese startups that want to exit is to go down the route of an initial 
public offering (IPO). In his blog, James Riney writes, “About 70% of companies that IPO in Japan have a 
market cap of $30m or less. (U.S. is 8%)” – listing on the Tokyo Stock Exchange is much cheaper compared 
to the US. However, preparing for an IPO takes time. Dr Kamada states that it can take between seven and 
ten years and explains that ordinary VCs work within a limited time period. Thus, they will invest in 
startups only three to four years before the IPO which explains the lack of investors in early stage startups.  
 
Susumu Iwata of LOCKON says that obtaining an IPO, whilst a common exit strategy, is not easy as fewer 
than one hundred companies manage it in Japan each year. Naoki Nishida of Secual notes that they 
managed to secure investment over five rounds from external sources including SMBC65 and corporate 
ventures but one of their future goal is an IPO. 
 
Hiromichi Koga of Digital Cube says that of all industries, IoT seems to have been receiving the most 
attention from VCs. Susumu Iwata also makes reference to IoT, stating that there is an opportunity space 
for new entrants within the gap between young and mature companies. The Japanese government is keen 
to promote the IoT and so-called Industry 4.0, since recent studies have shown that Japanese companies 
feel less prepared to embrace connected technology than Germany and the US.66  
 
Another big difference of the Japanese ecosystem is the dominance of corporate venture capital67 
compared with traditional venture investment firms. Corporate venture capital can be defined as: 
 

A subset of venture capital wherein corporations make systematic investments into startup 
companies, often by taking an equity stake in an innovative firm tangentially related to the 
company's own industry.68  
 

Japanese corporations have their own strategic reasons for investing in startups, with a main goal being to 
improve their core business and limit future competition. On the other hand, from the startup perspective, 
founders point out that corporate investors often lack entrepreneurial experience and are thus unable to 
provide much sought-after mentorship. Another common criticism is their sense of conservatism and risk-
adverse attitude; this has an impact on the level of business freedom that startup founders have.  
 
A key advantage, however, of having Japanese corporate investors on board is that startups are backed 
financially by big, well-respected corporations which in turn inspires more confidence. This is important in 
the Japanese market. Thomas Pouplin from Ikkai who has experience working in the sector of startup 

                                                 
65 SMBC. http://www.smbc-vc.co.jp/   
66 Japan Times. 2016, 29 April. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/04/29/business/examining-industry-4-0-
opportunities/#.WZw9iyiGPDc  
67 TechCrunch. 2015, 13 August. https://techcrunch.com/2015/08/13/in-japan-corporate-venture-capital-is-king/ 
68 Investopedia. Accessed 2017, 22 August. http://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/082815/rise-corporate-venture-
capital.asp 
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financing in New-York believes that the biggest weakness of Japanese heading corporate funds is their lack 
of experience in entrepreneurship. This can explain their conservative investment behaviour that could 
cost the Japanese ecosystem good opportunities. 
 
Finally, the high number of government and university-backed funds is also one of Japan’s fortes. For 
instance, the Japanese government contributed to the 500 Startups Japan fund. Kyoto University has also 
launched a $60 million (€51 million) fund to invest in Asian startups69. 
 
Key Japanese Investors 
 
Non-exhaustive list of key Japanese investors at each investment stage70: 
 
Seed Investors  
 

Samurai Incubate.inc 
http://www.samurai-incubate.asia/ 
Founded in March 2008, Samurai Incubate is an incubator that has invested in 52 companies. They 
also established a base in Israel in 2014. Successful exits include AnydooR71 which develops Conyac, 
a crowdsourced translation service. Their incubation space called Samurai Startup Island organises 
various events and partners with San Francisco-based incubators. 
 
Skyland Ventures 
http://www.skyland.vc/ 
Established in August 2012, Skyland Ventures focuses on pre-seed investments. It offers a seed 
program, seminars, matching services and mentoring at co-working space Hive Shibuya.  
 
ANRI 
http://anri.vc/ 
Established in 2014, ANRI invested in 11 companies, according to its Crunchbase profile. Their most 
recent investment was in the social headhunting startup Scouter72.  
 

Growth stage investors  
 

Nippon Venture Capital (NVCC) 
http://www.nvcc.co.jp/ 
Established in 1996, Nippon Venture Capital “prefers to exit investment through sales of portfolio 
companies’ stocks after IPO”73. Its latest investments include Uncover Truth74, a deep UI/UX 
analytics company.  

 
 
                                                 
69 Tech in Asia. 2013, 30 September. https://www.techinasia.com/kyoto-university-launches-60-million-fund-invest-asian-
startups 
70 Goodfin Insight. (in Japanese). 2015, 29 May. https://career.goodfind.jp/insight/finance/602/ 
71 AnydooR. http://any-door.com/  
72 Scouter. https://corp.scouter.co.jp/  
73 Bloomberg. 2017, 24 August. https://www.bloomberg.com/research/stocks/private/snapshot.asp?privcapId=109005 
74 Uncover Truth. http://userdive.com/  

http://www.samurai-incubate.asia/
http://www.skyland.vc/
http://anri.vc/
http://www.nvcc.co.jp/
https://www.techinasia.com/kyoto-university-launches-60-million-fund-invest-asian-startups
https://www.techinasia.com/kyoto-university-launches-60-million-fund-invest-asian-startups
https://career.goodfind.jp/insight/finance/602/
http://any-door.com/
https://corp.scouter.co.jp/
https://www.bloomberg.com/research/stocks/private/snapshot.asp?privcapId=109005
http://userdive.com/


www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

20 

 

 
Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation (SMBC) Venture Capital 
http://www.smbc-vc.co.jp/ 
SMBC are part of Sumitomo Mitsui Financial Group and were established in 2005. One of their most 
recent investments includes aptpod75, a startup that analyses and visualises data from connected 
industrial machines.  

 
JAFCO 
http://www.jafco.co.jp/english/ 
Established in 1973, JAFCO has backed 4000 companies with one thousand of its investments 
having gone public. Now, the company wants to focus their attention on investing higher amounts 
into fewer startups and to push them into targeting global markets.76 
 
Globis Capital Partners 
http://www.globiscapital.co.jp/en/ 
Established in 1996, Globis Capital Partners have been managing a fund worth JPY 16 billion since 
2016. Working together with Apax77, Globis have adopted Western-style funding support and 
created a new method of fund management using global standards as a base. It invested in 
ecommerce app Mercari, which has recently filed for an IPO. 

 
Infinity Venture Partners 
http://www.infinityventures.com/main_eng 
Established in 2007, Infinity Venture Partners primarily invest in Japan and China, focusing on 
startups in the field of consumer-facing internet services and mobile.  
 
Mitsubishi UFG Capital (MUCAP) 
https://www.mucap.co.jp/ 
Established in 2005, the firm focuses on Japanese companies and companies relevant to the 
Japanese market. It recently partnered with Plug and Play Tech Centre, a Silicon Valley accelerator 
that has opened its first Tokyo office.78  
 

Corporate Venture Capital 
 

YJ Capital 
http://yj-capital.co.jp/ 
Founded in 2012, YJ Capital is the venture capital arm of Yahoo! Japan Corporation. The firm invests 
in the fields of smartphone, internet advertising, and cloud computing. 
Past investments include Whill79, a personal mobility device startup. 
CyberAgent Ventures 
https://www.cyberagentventures.com/en/ 

                                                 
75 Aptpod. https://www.aptpod.co.jp/  
76 Deal Street Asia. 2016, 27 September. https://www.dealstreetasia.com/stories/after-1000-ipos-japans-biggest-venture-firm-
to-change-course-54227/ 
77 Apax. http://www.apax.com/  
78 Tech in Asia. 2017, 6 June. https://www.techinasia.com/plug-and-play-japan-launch 
79 Whill. http://whill.jp/  
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Established in 2004, the firm focuses on internet-related startups and has expanded from Japan to 
China, Korea and South-East Asia. Past investments include Japanese 3D-printing service Kabuku80 
and online tutoring startup Mana.bo.81 
 
GREE Ventures 
https://www.greeventures.com/en/ 
Formed in 2012, GREE Ventures’ fund has invested in more than 40 startups outside the scope of its 
parent company, which focuses on creating mobile games.82 GREE invests in ventures in Japan, 
Southeast Asia and India.  
 

Key foreign investors 
 
500 startups 
https://500startups.jp/?lang=en 
Established at the end of 2015, the Japanese arm of this global venture capital firm aims to “bring 
the Silicon Valley to Japan”. The government-backed Cool Japan fund will contribute $10 million83. 
Cool Japan is a government-backed fund aimed at promoting Japanese culture. 500 startups 
benefits from a network in sixty countries to help Japanese startups to become global. This is a 
prime example of cross-border collaboration with Japan.  
 
Salesforce.com, Inc. 
https://www.cyberagentventures.com/en/ 
Salesforce’s strategic venture arm aims to create “the world’s largest ecosystem of enterprise cloud 
companies”. One of its past investments in Japan includes the fintech data platform Moneytree84. 
 
Eight Roads 
https://eightroads.com/en 
Eight Roads is the proprietary investment arm of FIL (Fidelity International Limited).  
One of its investments in Japan includes a $7.9 million sum invested in online content developer 
Port.85 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
80 Kabuku. https://www.kabuku.co.jp/en 
81 Manabo. http://manabo.com/index.html  
82 TechCrunch. 2017, 24 May. https://techcrunch.com/2017/05/24/gree-ventures-closes-67-million-fund/ 
83 Bloomberg. 2017, 14 June. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-06-14/japan-government-fund-backs-500-
startups-seeks-vc-investment 
84 Moneytree. http://moneytreehq.com  
85 Asian Venture Capital Journal (AVCJ). 2016, 29 February. http://www.avcj.com/avcj/news/58797/eight-roads-leads-usd8m-
round-for-japans-port 
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Acquisitions and IPOs 
 

Selected IPOs in Japan 

Startup Name IPO Year IPO Amount 

Goodpatch 2019 (expected) TBC 

Mercari 2017 (expected) TBC 

Money Forward 2017 (expected) TBC 

LOCKON 2014 Undisclosed 

LINE 2016  USD $1.3 billion 

NTT Docomo 1998  USD $17.95 billion 

 

As we have seen, IPOs are a far more common exit strategy than acquisition in Japan. Kanako Honda, an 
Associate at YJ Capital believes that this is largely due to the criteria to list on the Tokyo Stock Exchange, 
which is not as demanding as that of NASDAQ.86 Shinichi Fuki of JAFCO notes that Japanese entrepreneurs 
often want to go public quickly, and not pursue their personal ambitions fully.  

Compared to Silicon Valley, I’d say we’re about a quarter century behind. Startups need to aim 
globally from the get-go. It’s not enough to settle for an IPO of a few billion yen. We need them to 
aim for IPOs that are 50 or 100 billion yen.87 

Companies such as Japan Airlines and Kyushu Railways, which are not startups, can afford to exit with 
higher IPOs. Back in 1998, NTT Docomo still have the highest IPO for a Japanese company, at JPY ¥2.1 
trillion (USD $17.95 billion). The problem, as Fuki suggests, is that whilst IPOs are an important exit 
strategy for smaller startups, there may be too much importance placed on obtaining them. The chart 
below shows the number of IPOs in the US and Japan between 2007 – 2016. With the exception of 2007, 
instances in Japan are fewer than 100 each year. In 2007, the total figure was 121.  

                                                 
86 Medium.com. 2017, 11 July. https://medium.com/@kanakohonda/ipo-exits-in-japan-2014-2016-ec0bd3ea5809  
87 Bloomberg. 2016, 26 September. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-09-26/why-japan-s-top-venture-firm-is-
changing-course-after-1-000-ipos  
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A third-quarter report by Business Wire states that 93 of these 121 companies had obtained an IPO 
between January and September. At the time, 50% of the companies gaining IPOs were operating in the 
fields of manufacturing, transportation and communication.88 During the same period in 2016, there were 
60 IPOs in Japan. LINE Corp.89 gained the most significant IPO in 2016 (third largest worldwide) at USD $1.3 
billion. In terms of volume of deals, Japan came in third behind China and the US.90 

2015 represented the highest number of IPOs during this period with the top five deals being; GMO Click 
Holdings Inc.91, Investors Cloud Co. Ltd.92, Itokuro, Inc.93, Gunosy, Inc.94, and Rakus Co. Ltd.95 The below 
table indicates that there is no clear relationship between year founded and IPO status, but two of the 
companies were founded in 2006 and two in 2012, with web and online media services comprising the 
majority.  

Top Japan IPO Deals of 2015  

Company Name Industry Founded Market Cap.96 
GMO Click Holdings, 
Inc. 

Online brokers 2012 803 

Investors Cloud Co. Ltd. Apartment leasing 2006 766 
Itokuro, Inc. Specialised information 

sites 
2006 473 

Gunosy, Inc. Web portals 2012 443 
Rakus Co. Ltd. Software 2000 436 

 

                                                 
88 Business Wire. 2007, 16 October. http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20071016005567/en/Japanese-IPO-Market-
Conditions-Quarters-2007  
89 LINE Corp. https://linecorp.com/en/  
90 EY. 2016, 16 September. http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-global-ipo-trends-2016q3/$FILE/EY-global-ipo-
trends-2016q3.pdf  
91 GMO Click Holdings, Inc. https://www.gmo-click.com/en  
92 Investors Cloud Co. Ltd. https://www.e-inv.co.jp  
93 Itokuro, Inc. http://www.itokuro.jp/  
94 Gunosy, Inc. https://gunosy.com/  
95 Rakus Co. Ltd. https://www.rakus.co.jp/company/  
96 Market Capitalisation (total number of shares x share value). 
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/m/marketcapitalization.asp  
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The vast majority of startups that obtained an IPO between 2014 – 2016 waited over eight years to do so. 
Except in cases where ventures receive a high valuation at an early stage, preparing for an IPO remains a 
lengthy process. 

 

Source (data): Medium.com97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
97 Medium.com. 2017, 11 July. https://medium.com/@kanakohonda/ipo-exits-in-japan-2014-2016-ec0bd3ea5809  

0

5

10

15

20

25

0 to 3 yrs 4 to 5 yrs 6 to 7 yrs 8 to 10 yrs up to 11 yrs

NUMBER OF STARTUPS BY YEARS TO IPO 
(2014-2016)

2014 2015 2016

https://medium.com/@kanakohonda/ipo-exits-in-japan-2014-2016-ec0bd3ea5809


www.EUbusinessinJapan.eu 

25 

 

RESOURCES FOR ENTREPRENEURS 

Many resources are available targeting entrepreneurs in Japan. Events, business growth programmes and 
co-working spaces can challenge current thinking whilst encouraging individuals to collaborate in groups, 
learn from one another, and implement proactive change into their startups. In a bid to create more 
experienced computer programmers, specialist coding schools are increasing in popularity. For example, 
intensive programming school Tech Camp in Shibuya turned out more than 3,000 programmers in the year 
and a half between its establishment in November 2014 and June 2016.98 
 
Events 
 
Japanese professionals place a high degree of value on face-to-face interaction, so scoping out startup-
related events can be a positive step forward for local and foreign entrepreneurs alike. Unsurprisingly, the 
startup events with the largest attendance take place in Tokyo, but as Japan’s appetite for 
entrepreneurism grows, so do the number of events across the country.  
 
Tech in Asia are well-known for holding annual two-day conferences in Singapore, Tokyo and Jakarta,99 
with the Tokyo event taking place each year in September. Naoki Nishida of Secual says that he attends 
every year as it provides good networking opportunities, something that he believes to be important for 
the company’s growth. The Tech in Asia conference can benefit foreign entrepreneurs looking to promote 
their products and services in the Japanese market or to gather information about expanding there. In 
2016, there were more than 1,742 attendees, 114 exhibiting startups and 64 speakers over the course of 
two days. Most participants hailed from Japan, US, Singapore, Thailand and Indonesia.100 Tickets are 
available for startup delegates, those working in a company other than a startup, and investors. Prices of 
these passes are listed in USD and range from $147 (€125) for startup representatives to $597 (€507) for 
investors.101  
 
Another key event that Nishida mentioned during our interview is TechCrunch Tokyo102, which takes place 
annually in November. Compared to the Tech in Asia event, TechCrunch Tokyo is more localised in terms of 
only having a Japanese-language website for information, although foreign entrepreneurs can, and have, 
made an appearance as speakers. Aspects of the event include; a startup pitch battle, a startup demo 
booth and a number of opportunities to experience and share the latest innovations that Japan has to offer. 
In 2016, 20 startup teams pitched their business ideas on stage.103 Since the attendance figures exceed 
2000 people, the organisers have set up an online appointment booking system that allows visitors to talk 
directly with selected entrepreneurs. Ticket prices range from ¥5,000 (€39) for a student ticket to ¥35,000 
(€273) for a place at the startup demo booth.104 The “CTO Night” event, however, is free to attend. 
TechCrunch Tokyo is sponsored by large corporations including Microsoft, PwC, Bandai Namco and Fujitsu. 
 

                                                 
98 Japan Times. 2016, 10 June. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/06/10/business/tech/computer-programming-
industry-seen-key-japans-place-fourth-industrial-revolution/#.WZwtDCiGPDc  
99 Tech in Asia. http://events.techinasia.com/  
100 Tech in Asia. 2016, 28 September. https://www.techinasia.com/tech-asia-tokyo-2016-numbers-infographic  
101 Xe.com. (exchange rate is €1 = USD $1.177 as of 21 August 2017). http://www.xe.com  
102 TechCrunch Tokyo. (in Japanese). http://jp.techcrunch.com/event-info/techcrunch-tokyo-2017/  
103 TechCrunch. (in Japanese). 2016, 18 November. http://jp.techcrunch.com/2016/11/18/tc-tokyo-2016-startupbattle/  
104 Xe.com. (exchange rate is €1 = ¥128.36 as of 21 August 2017). http://www.xe.com  
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Startups display their prizes at TechCrunch Tokyo 2015105 

 
Originally hailing from Finland, Slush106 is a startup event that takes place in Tokyo every May and hosts a 
range of expert speakers, investors and entrepreneurs. The 2016 event at Tokyo Big Sight gathered around 
4,000 attendees. Given its Nordic roots, and the high quality of the Finnish ecosystem, many startups from 
the region are showcased at Slush Tokyo.107 Well-established brands can also partner with the event to 
secure networking space, launch new products and hold innovation challenges.  
 
There are a handful of key events in Kansai targeting entrepreneurs at various stages. In Osaka, SPI (Startup 
People International), looks to connect Japanese entrepreneurs with foreigners. They have in excess of 700 
members and their mission is to make Kansai one of the most innovative regions in Japan. Partnering with 
Osaka Innovation Hub, their primary aim is to foster a ‘people-driven community’.108 Techstars Startup 
Weekends can also be found in the key Kansai hubs of Kyoto, Kobe and Osaka. These events bring together 
entrepreneurs and aspiring founders with the purpose of creating a startup within 54 hours. Final pitches 
are judged by a panel of seasoned Japanese entrepreneurs. The summer 2017 edition of the event in Kyoto 
was the most international with participants from the Kyoto Startup Summer School (KS3) also attending 
from countries such as Denmark, Vietnam and Ukraine. Sessions are usually conducted in Japanese, but in 
this case the language was English.109  
 
With Fukuoka being the fastest-growing startup hub outside of the capital, events taking place there can 
also offer positive networking opportunities. At the end of January 2017, the organisers of Interop Tokyo 
launched a two-day startup event in Fukuoka called FiSH (Fukuoka International Startup Hub).110 FiSH is 
designed to promote the development of technology in business and brings together representatives from 
large corporations, innovative startups, investors, students, and media outlets. Since it is held in Fukuoka, 
there is a more international focus. James Riney, Head of 500 Startups Japan and notable figure in the 
startup ecosystem, was one of the key speakers at the 2017 event. His speech was the opener for the 

                                                 
105 Tech in Asia. 2015, 18 November. https://www.techinasia.com/kufu-smart-hr-techcrunch-tokyo-2015-pitch-battle-winner  
106 Slush Tokyo. http://tokyo.slush.org  
107 Good News Finland. 2016, 17 May. http://www.goodnewsfinland.com/slush-success-tokyo/  
108 Meetup.com. Accessed 2017, 30 August. https://www.meetup.com/spikansai/  
109 Startup Weekend Kyoto. Accessed 2017, 30 August. http://kyoto.startupweekend.org/  
110 FiSH. http://www.f2ff.jp/fish/  
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conference and was entitled “How startups in Japan can expand out, and how startups outside Japan can 
expand in.” FiSH is supported by partners including Softbank, Fukuoka City111 and Fukuoka D.C.,112 an 
organisation on a mission to make the area more globally competitive.  
 
We asked entrepreneurs in Japan how they get involved in the startup community through events. 
Hiromichi Koga of Digital Cube says that he often organises smaller-scale events at co-working spaces. This 
is more convenient since each participant just needs to pay a few hundred yen to join Koga’s monthly 
study group. Usually, a few dozen people attend and it helps to grow the community. Naoki Nishida of 
Secual says that he not only attends events within Japan, but broadens his horizons by venturing to 
locations like Dubai, where he met Indian and Bangladeshi companies who gave him ideas for selling 
Secual’s services in those regions. Since Secual previously won an award at Microsoft Innovation Day113, 
Nishida also enjoys sharing his learnings and business experiences with recent winners. JETRO114 were 
instrumental in helping Secual representatives attend overseas events. 
 

Calendar of Key Startup Events 
 

Date Event Name Location 
January FiSH Fukuoka 
March Microsoft Innovation Day Tokyo 
May Slush Tokyo 

September Tech in Asia Tokyo 
November TechCrunch Tokyo 
Ongoing Startup People International Kansai (Osaka) 
Ongoing Techstars Startup Weekends Across Japan 

 
Incubators and Accelerators 
 
As the environment and appetite for startups increase in Japan, incubator and accelerator programmes are 
a good way to provide entrepreneurs with guidance, expertise, pitching competitions and funding. Whilst 
incubators aim to help startups succeed through the fundamental initial stages, accelerators are fixed-
period offerings designed to boost growth through mentorship and education. There are also peripheral 
benefits to being part of an accelerator programme, such as networking and space for collaborative 
thinking. When we consider the relative sense of initial reluctance that exists in Japan around starting a 
new business, gaining the backing of a notable organisation can make a difference in terms of credibility as 
well as confidence. Furthermore, the number of companies, particularly in tech, choosing to support and 
grow startups within Asia is increasing. Becoming part of a team of entrepreneurs looking to disrupt and 
innovate can be more rewarding and motivating than attempting to develop a business alone.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
111 Fukuoka City. http://www.city.fukuoka.lg.jp/english/  
112 Fukuoka D.C. http://www.fukuoka-dc.jpn.com/?lang=en  
113 Microsoft Innovation Day. (in Japanese). https://www.microsoft.com/ja-jp/startups/mia  
114 Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO). https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/  
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Programmes led by foreign companies 
 
In Japan, a large number of the accelerator programmes on offer are organised by foreign corporations, 
such as IBM and Microsoft, operating internationally in several cities. French telecommunications company 
Orange run a three-month Asia-based programme in Tokyo, Seoul and Taipei called Orange Fab Asia, 
designed for startups aiming for not only local, but global success. Orange Fab’s corporate partners include 
notable multinationals such as; Nestle, Acer, Dentsu, Nokia and Sony. The accelerator programme has 
been running since 2014 and during that time, forty-two Japanese startups have graduated including 
Secual (security), Cerevo (consumer electronics), and Alpaca (AI). Although Orange Fab does not strictly 
limit the types of industries participants should belong to, there is a guide list which includes; IoT, fintech, 
AI, big data analytics, and augmented reality. Naoki Nishida says that Orange Fab Asia approached Secual 
to request participation in their programme.  
 
IBM’s Bluehub runs a six-month incubator which accepts five seed or early-stage startups in each round. 
Mentors from IBM provide entrepreneurs with the company’s technology to help them break into the 
marketplace in Japan and globally. IBM also partners with the places where these entrepreneurs are 
already developing their products and services, including Samurai Incubate and Co-ba in Tokyo. According 
to Catherine Solazzo, who was Director of IBM Japan Performance Marketing at the time, the purpose is 
not only to create global-facing innovations, but to support the ongoing growth of Japan as a country.   
 
Microsoft’s core offering in Japan is BizSpark, a service that gives entrepreneurs whose business has been 
established for less than five years the opportunity to access free Microsoft technology for up to one year. 
This includes a variety of development tools (Microsoft Azure Cognitive Services) and a cloud environment. 
Companies who have made use of these resources include; BitFlyer (fintech), Aroba (video analysis), and 
Secual.  
 
Programmes led by Japanese companies 
 
Code Republic, which was jointly set up by Yahoo! Japan and East Ventures has been dubbed “Japan’s 
answer to Y Combinator.”  Code Republic have backed some of the country’s most talked about and 
funded startups, including printing solutions venture Raksul and talent finding service Bizreach, whose 
founders have been touted by Forbes Japan as being among the country’s top five in a Best Startups 2017 
ranking.  
 
Co-founded by Kaoru Hayashi and Joi Ito, Digital Garage115 is a Japan-based startup incubator with an 
investment arm known as DG Incubation. The company has invested in a wide range of domestic and 
international cross-sector businesses including; Twitter, Tokyo Otaku Mode and Crowdworks. Goodpatch is 
one of these companies; in 2013 it received USD $1 million in funding from DG Incubation.Their success 
was largely thanks to media publicity that highlighted the company’s involvement in designing news app 
Gunosy116. 
 
One of Japan’s largest telecommunications companies, KDDI, runs the Open Innovation Fund, which has 
boosted a total of thirty-nine multi-sector startups from Japan and internationally, including mobile 
payments app Origami and UK-based HailO (now merged with mytaxi).  The company also operates KDDI 

                                                 
115 Digital Garage. https://www.dgincubation.co.jp/en/portfolio/  
116 Gunosy. https://gunosy.com/  
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Lab, a five-month programme in Tokyo targeting seed stage startups. Some of the Japanese-language 
accelerator programmes do not accept foreign participants, preferring instead to nurture local talent. 
European entrepreneurs should bear this in mind if considering signing up for a programme. 
 
International Collaborations 
 
In order to boost Japan’s startup ecosystem, there are a number of jointly run programmes making the 
most of international expertise. The US, and particularly Silicon Valley, provides the aspirational model 
through which many Japanese entrepreneurs look to accelerate their businesses. In 2013, another of 
Japan’s most prominent telecommunications giants, NTT Docomo, partnered with 500 Startups and B-Dash 
Ventures to create the “Innovation Village”.117 Japanese corporations are also seeing collaboration as a 
way to expand their portfolio and reach across borders. An example of this is global investment bank 
Nomura, whose fintech accelerator has developed into the “Voyager-Nomura Fintech Partnership”, a co-
creation platform in partnership with IBM, Google, Amazon and PriceWaterhouseCooper, focused on mid-
to-high growth stage startups in India.   
 
In June 2017, one of Japan’s foremost banks Mitsubishi UFG teamed up with Plug and Play118 to bring 
Silicon Valley to Tokyo.  Including Japan, the accelerator programme now has a presence in ten countries 
and they invest in more than a hundred startups each year. They are credited with supporting Paypal and 
Dropbox, among others. In terms of locations within Asia, Plug and Play already operate in China (eight 
locations within China alone), Singapore and Indonesia.  
 
MUFG Group Head of the Corporate Banking Business Group, Saburo Araki says; 

 
We are honoured to be deeply involved in the establishment of Plug and Play Japan. I believe, for 
the development of startups, it is essential that we create a national-level infrastructure, 
collaborating with government, academia, and large corporations.   

 
From a government perspective, $10 million was given from the Cool Japan fund to the international 500 
Startups Accelerator, which has invested in more than thirty-five Japanese startups as of June 2017.    
 
Co-working Spaces 
 

The majority of spaces across Japan are open-plan, but a few do offer private office spaces. More often 
than not, Japan’s co-working spaces are multi-functional, with areas for talks, events, viewings and 
entrepreneur lunch meetings. On average, the cost of desk rental ranges from ¥1,000 - ¥3000 (€8 - €23) 
per day, up to around ¥20,000 (around €156) for a monthly membership. One of Japan’s biggest names in 
co-working is Co-ba119; they currently operate a total of seventeen spaces. Six of these are located in Tokyo, 
with the remainder spread across other areas, and are not limited to key cities like Osaka or Fukuoka.  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
117 NTT Docomo Innovation Village. https://www.nttdocomo-v.com/en/innovationvillage/   
118 Plug and Play. http://plugandplaytechcenter.com/   
119 Co-ba. (in Japanese). http://tsukuruba.com/co-ba/  
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Tokyo 
 
Tokyo naturally has the highest concentration of co-working spaces, with in excess of 100 registered offices 
with desks and rooms available for rent. For those wishing to work outside of regular business hours, there 
are several options. Samurai Incubate offers 24-hour access to their Startup Island building in Shinagawa, 
Tokyo120, as do Co-ba (for monthly members only). Entrepreneurs looking for a more luxurious space can 
try Tenoha Daikanyama, a co-working building situated in the trendy Daikanyama area, close to Shibuya. It 
offers several different types of working area to suit individual needs and the other floors are home to 
artisan shops, cafés and restaurants.  
Hiromichi Koga of Digital Cube says he often uses co-working spaces alone and in groups. He works there 
when he has time during business trips and regularly visits his friends who run them. The spaces allow him 
to refresh his mind and to meet new contacts. Similarly, Naoki Nishida of Secual points to the ability of co-
working spaces to bring together entrepreneurs that will help grow his network.  
 
Kansai 
 
Osaka offers the most co-working space in the Kansai Region, with at least thirty to choose from. The vast 
majority of spaces are smaller in size and as such they are best used by individuals as opposed to teams. 
There are a couple of chains with more than one Osaka location including CoLABO121 and Benkyo-Café122. 
CoLABO can be found in both Namba and Umeda and features a basic chair and desk setup with access to 
printers, food facilities and a conference room. Benkyo-Café was set up primarily to accommodate 
students, but since the rental costs are low, entrepreneurs can also use it as a development base.  
 

 
CoLABO Namba, Osaka123 

                                                 
120 Samurai Incubate Startup Island. http://samurai-startupisland.asia/  
121 CoLABO. (in Japanese). http://coworklabo.com/namba/  
122 Benkyo Café. (in Japanese). https://benkyo-cafe-osaka.com/   
123 Coworkable. https://www.coworkable.com/officespace/MTE4MQ/  
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In comparison to Osaka, Kyoto is home to only a handful of co-working locations. The largest is Offisteria124, 
which covers five floors of working space, a business lounge and a reception area accessible on a member-
only basis. The first floor café, SHAVALIVA, can be used freely by the general public. The key selling point is 
that the building is already fully furnished, equipped and staffed so is more comprehensive than other, 
more casual offerings. A virtual office option is also available, meaning that entrepreneurs do not need to 
be physically based inside the building, but will still receive a phone number, mail and courier services, and 
secretarial assistance. 

Fukuoka 

As Fukuoka gains more traction as a notable startup hub, more collaborative workspaces are becoming 
available to entrepreneurs. A comprehensive facility called Fukuoka Growth Next125 was established in 
April 2017 as an integrated startup support hub.126 It features open-plan co-working areas, cafés, shops 
and a total of 42 fixed team rooms spread across the second and third floors. Qurate, a startup founded by 
British entrepreneur Tom Brooke, occupies one of the team rooms based there. Fukuoka is also home to 
SALT127, a dedicated startup space on the west coast overlooking the ocean. Members have 24-hour access 
to meeting rooms controlled by smart lock, unlockable via a smartphone app. Yoka Lab Tenjin operates a 
colourful ad modern space in the city centre. It is distinctive in that it offers designated relaxation areas, as 
well as access to 3D-printing facilities128. 

For Women and Parents 

A women-only space in Tamagawa, Tokyo called Nikotama Desk129 opened in 2015. Although small, there 
are flexible membership options on an hourly, daily and monthly basis. Compared to other co-working 
spaces, Nikotama is much less formal and users can treat it like a home, using desks for study, work, eating 
and catching up with friends. It is common to see gender-segregated offerings in Japan, such as women-
only train carriages. There are no strict membership criteria, so women looking for a cosy, casual and 
laidback environment can consider Nikotama.  

Founded in 2012 by Yuushi Katayama, Hatch Cowork+KIDs is a prime example of a dedicated space for 
working parents. It allows members to work whilst their children enjoy supervised playtime in the Hatch 
KIDs Park. There are also regular events such as talk sessions and a members’ lunch meetup. On the official 
website, Katayama summarises Hatch’s purpose; 

At Hatch, we provide a diverse space where men and women, Japanese and non-Japanese, parents 
and non-parents can work together and support each other. We believe in the importance of 
having a diverse network of individuals around us so that new ideas can hatch.130 

 

                                                 
124 Offisteria. http://www.offisteria.com/index_english.html  
125 Fukuoka Growth Next. (in Japanese). https://growth-next.com  
126 The Bridge. 2017, 4 March. http://thebridge.jp/en/2017/03/announcing-fukuoka-growth-next  
127 SALT. (in Japanese). https://salt.today/  
128 Yoka Lab Tenjin. (in Japanese). http://yokalab.jp/coworking/  
129 Nikotama Desk. (in Japanese). http://nikotamadesk.symphonies.co.jp/  
130 Hatch Cowork+KIDs. (in Japanese). https://hatchcowork.com/about-2/  
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Hatch Cowork members gather for an event131 

 

It is clear to see that Japanese co-working spaces are on the rise across the country. As more workers start 
to move away from the traditional confines of their offices, they look for fresh ways to collaborate and 
network, we are likely to see an upturn in usage. 
  

                                                 
131 Hatch Cowork. https://hatchcowork.com/hatchtime/  
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INTERNATIONALISATION 

European Entrepreneurs in Japan 
 
We looked into European entrepreneurs who have started their business or expanded in Japan. As 
previously mentioned, Fukuoka acts as a significant hub for foreign entrepreneurs due to local government 
initiatives. Although these changes will have an impact on the way in which foreigners enter Japan, for 
many starting up a business has come after a first work experience in Japan. This enables them to gain 
fundamental first-hand experience of navigating the Japanese business world before setting up on their 
own. Doing this affords entrepreneurs extra credibility when approaching investors.  
 
A prime example of a European entrepreneur who has set up an office in Fukuoka is Tom Brooke - the 
British CEO of Qurate132. Tom first discovered the potential of Fukuoka as a startup base more than twelve 
years ago, before establishing Qurate in 2014. He applauds Fukuoka for providing such a high quality of life, 
solid infrastructure, and the strategic benefits it offers. He also notes that entrepreneurs should not be put 
off by perceptions of cultural difference or language barriers.133 At first, he didn’t expect much assistance, 
but the support he received from Fukuoka City was notable, especially being invited to take part in the 
Startup Global Challenge event, which resulted in significant funding from Daiwa Corporate Investment. 
One thing he notes that is currently lacking in Fukuoka is the availability of foreign or English-speaking 
talent. His solution to this issue was to open branch offices in London and Tokyo.134 
 
Overseas Expansion 
 
Japanese companies including startups tend to be criticized for not being global enough compared with the 
US and Silicon Valley. This reluctance to target foreign markets can be explained through the following 
reasons. First, the Japanese domestic market has been and is sometimes still considered big enough by 
companies. Second, Japanese companies often lack international experience and have a limited use of 
English. Also, internal company operations can work against their international aspirations. 
 
Our interviewees often criticised the Japanese startup ecosystem for being too inward-looking. Boris 
Friedrich Milkowski of Goodpatch mentions that Goodpatch’s founder, Naofumi Tsuchiya, worked at Btrax 
where he discovered that Silicon Valley startups “were diverse from the start”. Boris also believes that 
Japanese startups do not expand enough overseas. This criticism is also shared by Takayuki Sugiyama from 
Crowdcredit who thinks that Japanese entrepreneurs do not think globally. Because of an unsupportive 
and underdeveloped ecosystem, some Japanese entrepreneurs choose to start up their business in Silicon 
Valley or Singapore. This was recently illustrated by Taizo Son, a Japanese billionaire tech entrepreneur 
who is particularly critical of Japan’s lack of reform and heavy regulations.135 
 
We have seen a good deal of Japanese startups (those with Japanese founders) targeting the South-
Eastern Asia region and being headquartered in Singapore.136 There are also Japanese tech companies 
                                                 
132 Qurate. https://qurate.com/   
133 Startup City Fukuoka. Accessed 2017, 29 August. https://startup.fukuoka.jp/founders/tom-brooke  
134 Japan Times. 2017, 24 May. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2017/05/24/issues/can-fukuoka-live-tech-startup-
hype/#.WaVW8ciGPDc  
135 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-04-17/billionaire-taizo-son-ditches-japan-to-start-afresh-in-singapore 
136 Iwasaki, K. 2016. https://www.jri.co.jp/MediaLibrary/file/english/periodical/rim/2016/62.pdf  
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targeting this growing consumer market as exemplified by the messaging application LINE, which 
successfully entered South-East Asia. From our interviews, Ikkai and LOCKON were also considering this 
region as their next step. The region targeted by startups also depends on the industry they are in. 
Crowdcredit saw a strategic fit by partnering with an Estonian startup while others feel the best strategic 
choice is to target a more mature market. In most interviews, we found that South-East Asia was seen as a 
good option because of its proximity with Japan. On the other hand, Europe was considered interesting but 
a difficult region to enter because of the cultural diversity and regulations.  
 
In most cases, foreign help is needed when considering future global expansion. Thomas Pouplin chose to 
raise funds with foreign investors as their experience with global markets could be a deciding factor for 
Ikkai’s future international moves. Our interviews with LOCKON, Digital Cube and Secual also revealed that 
Japanese entrepreneurs believe that hiring foreign talent goes hand-in-hand with global expansion. This 
was illustrated through Digital Cube’s experience with exhibiting abroad. With Daniel Olson’s input and 
adjustment to some elements such as branding, they saw a vast improvement in the results of their 
participation in the event. 
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CASE STUDY: MERCARI 

Founded in 2013 by four Japanese entrepreneurs Tommy Tomishima, Shintaro Yamada, Ryo Ishizuka and 
Hiroshi Toshima, Mercari is a mobile marketplace for the exchange of unwanted goods. Some of the 
leading aspects of the platform are zero listing fees, a simple browsing interface and 24/7 help and support. 
In addition to this, Mercari has incorporated a secure payment system that only transfers the funds once 
the buyer marks an item as received and if they are satisfied with the quality of it as per the description137.  

 

Co-founder and CEO of Mercari Shintaro Yamada, speaking at Tech in Asia Tokyo138 

In 2014, Mercari opened an office in the US and two years later, one in the UK. In March 2016, Mitsui 
valued the business at $1 billion, making it one of Japan’s most notable unicorns (to achieve this status, a 
company must achieve a valuation of at least $1 billion). The app has been downloaded more than 50 
million times in Japan, and more than 25 million times in the US. Mercari’s rapid expansion into the US 
market just one year after its launch comes with it the ability to retain its existing user base through the 
introduction of new features. This acts as a sound springboard from which Mercari can gradually expand 
further afield. To this end, much of the recent focus has been on ramping up traction in the US by 
increasing the number of staff and hiring notable figures. John Lagerling from Facebook was chosen as the 
company’s Chief Business Officer (based at the San Francisco office), tasked with informing and oversee 
the company’s US strategy. The reason for this is that Mercari sees the US market as the first priority for 
growth.139 

CEO Shintaro Yamada noted in an interview with TechCrunch in 2016140 that at that stage, it was still too 
early to consider an IPO. This is because they were still unclear on how the global expansion plan would 
play out. Just over six months later, however, Mercari made their IPO application public.141 Even up against 
well-established eCommerce giants eBay and Amazon and similarly-sized competitors such as Depop and 
OfferUp, Mercari’s situation looks promising. The company raised an initial seed investment of $500,000 

                                                 
137 Mercari. Accessed 2017, 26 June. https://www.mercari.com/  
138 Tech in Asia. 2016, 6 September. https://www.techinasia.com/mercari-us-focused-tiatokyo2016  
139 TechCrunch. 2017, 21 June. https://techcrunch.com/2017/06/21/mercari-hires-john-lagerling-from-facebooks-management-
team-to-guide-its-u-s-strategy/  
140 TechCrunch. 2016, 18 Nov. https://techcrunch.com/2016/11/18/watch-out-ebay-here-comes-mercari/  
141 Reuters. 2017, 22 July. https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-japan-mercari-ipo-idUKKBN1A704C  
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from East Ventures and since then, a total of $116.6 million has been accrued over the course of five 
funding rounds from ten investors142.  

 

Mercari is a smartphone-only service143 

Mercari was able to become a unicorn business within the Japanese market, but their global expansion is 
giving them even more credibility outside of that framework. They have made their product easily 
accessible to a global marketplace by removing culturally sensitive barriers and have tapped into demand 
from the US and UK. This was, in part, aided by the design process which ensured that the user interface 
was also fit for purpose outside of Japan. 

We interviewed a product manager at Mercari who first worked at the San Francisco office before his 
transfer to London to supervise the opening of their European branch. With his experience across three 
different ecosystems, he believes that “the biggest difference is the number of cycles in the startup scene. 
The US Bay area has a long history from Intel to Airbnb but Japan does not have such a long history”. 
Because of its longer history, comprised of both global successes and many unknown failures, the Silicon 
Valley startup scene is more mature than the Japanese ecosystem. Regarding how to tackle the challenge 
of foreign expansion, the product manager states that “understanding local culture is the most important. 
It means product market fit.” Twitter, for instance, managed to be successful in Japan because of their 
partnership with Digital Garage and their knowledge of local practices. In the case of Mercari, it could 
mean offering options in Europe that are not available in Japan. For example, delivery services in Japan 
provide a higher level of customer service compared to Europe where click and collect options are 
becoming more popular. Mercari may want to integrate this option in the European market to be more 
successful. 

 

  

                                                 
142 Crunchbase. Accessed 2017, 26 June. https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/mercari#/entity  
143 Angelinatravels. Accessed 2017, 4 July. http://angelinatravels.boardingarea.com/2015/10/25/using-mercari-to-resell/  
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QUANTITATIVE STUDY 

Introduction 

For this study, we gathered data on one hundred startups in Japan. This provides an overall picture of the 
startup scene in Japan. The majority of these (77%) are based in Tokyo, but we also included significant 
examples from other regions of Japan. Company and founder information was obtained from three 
sources in each case; Tech in Asia’s startup database and news site144, TechCrunch’s Crunchbase 
platform145, and the official website for each startup. Specifically, we measured the following data points: 

• Industry 
• Year founded 
• Size of company 
• Location 
• Funding received (minimum USD $50,000) 
• Number of founders 
• Founder(s) gender 
• Founder(s) nationality 
• Overseas operations 
• English website 

 
Sectors 
 

 
 

                                                 
144 Tech in Asia. Accessed 2017, May-July. https://www.techinasia.com/startups  
145 Crunchbase. Accessed 2017. May-July. https://www.crunchbase.com/  
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The top industries in our study are Software and Fintech. Japan has significant expertise in building 
hardware components but compared to the US, software expertise is lacking. In a Japan Society talk by Dr 
Robert Cole, a Professor at U.C. Berkeley, he states that this has, in the past, been due to; not fully realising 
the true value potential of software, a lack of tactical IT planning, and a reluctance towards corporate-
specific software.146 The desire to change the way the software industry is viewed in Japan and boost 
domestic offerings can be an incentive for tech-savvy entrepreneurs.  

Funding 

 
 

Topping the highest-funded startups list is Seven Dreamer’s Laboratory ($94.9M), a global laboratory 
dedicated to creating lifestyle-changing innovations; a recent example is Laundroid, a laundry-folding robot. 
In second place is Freee ($84.5M), boosted by its strong user interface and time-saving capabilities for 
accounting. There is an English version of the website, making the service more accessible globally. Then 
comes Raksul147 ($71.8M), which has revitalised the printing industry in Japan, becoming a convenient 
choice for organisations. In fourth position is personal finance app Moneyforward ($41.9M), which offers a 
number of versions for different requirements. The service is not available in English and therefore targets 
the Japanese-speaking market only. Midokura, a cloud computing network provider founded in 2010 by 
Tatsuya Kato and Allen Miner have received a total of $38.6M in funding. They were an early global leader, 
working with Amazon, Google, VMWare and Cisco among others. Now, they have offices based in Tokyo, 
San Francisco and Barcelona and partner with big names in IT, such as Dell and Fujitsu.  

 

 

 

                                                 
146 Btrax. 2017, 5 April. http://blog.btrax.com/en/2017/04/05/why-hasnt-japan-dominated-software/  
147 Raksul. https://raksul.com/  
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Founding Year 

 
 
We can see there was a sharp increase in the number of startups on our list founded between 2008 and 
2012. One possible reason is the impact of the global financial crisis on employment and a limited influence 
from US technology companies such as Google. Some Japanese workers stopped seeing jobs at big 
companies as being recession-proof and wanted to pursue their own ideas and ambitions. 

 

Startup Size 
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44% of the startups in our list had 11-50 employees, followed by 1-10 employees (37%). There are 
exceptions to this trend, however. For example, Freee148 is an example of an accountancy SaaS startup 
which has between 151-200 employees and received a large total investment close to $85 million. The 
outlier, with between 251 – 500 employees, is a venture called Star Festival149, a lunch box delivery service 
for enterprises with offices across Japan. Logistically speaking, Star Festival would need a large workforce 
to justify serving multiple areas.  

Location 

 
Number of startups by location 

 
Most startups from our sample are located in Tokyo (77%), which, being the capital city is the most 
prominent hub. Osaka is in second place (10%) and Fukuoka in third (4%). Within Tokyo, the leading 
industry is Fintech and Software in equal measure. Across Japan, however, whilst Software still dominates, 
there are no Fintech startups in our sample.  

                                                 
148 Freee. https://www.freee.co.jp/  
149 Star Festival. https://stafes.co.jp/  
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Although software is the largest startup industry both within Tokyo and other regions, the capital is home 
to the vast majority of these, with cloud-based (Midokura150, Makeleaps151 and Mobingi152) and analytics 
software (Nightley153 and Abeja154) being the key sub-categories. Clients may be large corporations based 
in Tokyo, so setting up an office in close proximity is easier for doing business on a more personal level. It is 
also the main hub for incoming international business, so strategically, it works well to be based in the area. 
Software remains the key industry in regions outside Tokyo, with the most popular sub-category also being 

                                                 
150 Midokura. https://www.midokura.com//  
151 Makeleaps https://www.makeleaps.com/en  
152 Mobingi. https://mobingi.com/  
153 Nightley. (Japanese only). http://nightley.jp/  
154 Abeja. https://www.abeja.asia/en/  
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cloud computing (NuLab155 and Digital Cube156). Manufacturing ventures are more prominent than in the 
capital (QD Laser157, GLM Co. Ltd158, Cerebrex159 and Aperza160).  

Overseas Offices 

22% of all startups examined in our research have overseas offices, the majority of which are startups 
founded in 2012 (29%). For those established in 2010 or thereafter, the trend towards setting up overseas 
offices increases.  
 

 
 

Of the startups that have operations overseas, nearly half of the offices are based in the USA. The UK – 
specifically London – is the runner-up, followed by Germany. The rest are spread across Europe and Asia, 
with one exception being Digital Grid (WASSHA) which has an office based in Tanzania. The reason for this 
is that they are working to provide energy for the African continent. Specific localities within the US are 
California, New York, Portland and Washington. The majority of offices are clustered in and around the 
Silicon Valley area between San Francisco and San Jose. Recruitment of talent should be easier in these 
areas compared to Japan since key universities such as Stanford and Berkeley are close by with a keener 
appetite for startup work.  

The companies that have a secondary office in the US are more focused on technology with software and 
ecommerce being the main industries. The software companies are; NuLab (New York), Midokura, and 
Videogram (Silicon Valley area), whilst the ecommerce companies are; Tokyo Otaku Mode (Portland, 
Oregon), Mercari and LOCKON (Silicon Valley area).  

                                                 
155 NuLab. https://nulab-inc.com/  
156 Digital Cube. https://en.digitalcube.jp/  
157 QD Laser. http://www.qdlaser.com/  
158 GLM Co. Ltd. http://glm.jp/  
159 Cerebrex. http://cerebrexinc.com/  
160 Aperza. https://www.aperza.co.jp/  
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Global-serving Japanese pop culture ecommerce and news site Tokyo Otaku Mode is not based in the 
Silicon Valley area. In August 2014, the company set up a fulfilment centre in L.A., then moved to Portland 
in June 2016.161 The buzzing, up-and-coming nature of Portland’s scene may form part of the reason for 
this move. 

NuLab is a software company creating online collaboration tools for teams. It was established in 2004 and 
expanded to New York in 2014, the company’s fifth worldwide location. At the time, 85% of the users for 
their online diagram and flowchart production tool Cacoo162 were based outside of Japan, so this move 
enabled them to better respond to those customers’ needs. The founders visited New York in 2009 in 
order to familiarise themselves with the tech scene and build their network but did not set up an office 
there until five years later, choosing instead to begin with Singapore so that they could branch out into 
Asia – a common strategy among Japanese startups. In this way, the US set a benchmark for their global 
expansion plans and was strategic given the large foreign user base.163 

Founders 

In our study, 93% of the startup founders are male, 3% female and 4% are male and female co-founders. 
Within the 3% of female founders comprises Akiko Naka of Wantedly164 (recruitment), Naomi Kurahara of 
Infostellar165 (aerospace) and Naoko Samata of Coiney166 (fintech). All the women in our sample who have 
co-founded startups alongside male entrepreneurs are either foreign or mixed race.  

 

 
 

                                                 
161 Tokyo Otaku Mode. (in Japanese). 2017, 21 February. http://blog.otakumode.com/2017/02/21/TOM-office-introduction-usa-
fulfillment-center/  
162 Cacoo. https://cacoo.com/  
163 NuLab Inc. 2014, 9 October. https://nulab-inc.com/blog/nulab/launched-ny-office/  
164 Wantedly. http://www.wantedly.com/  
165 Infostellar. https://www.infostellar.net/  
166 Coiney. http://coiney.com/  

http://blog.otakumode.com/2017/02/21/TOM-office-introduction-usa-fulfillment-center/
http://blog.otakumode.com/2017/02/21/TOM-office-introduction-usa-fulfillment-center/
https://cacoo.com/
https://nulab-inc.com/blog/nulab/launched-ny-office/
http://www.wantedly.com/
https://www.infostellar.net/
http://coiney.com/
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On the surface, the unbalanced ratio of male to female entrepreneurs in Japan seems similar to the 
situation in most other countries but in fact, Japan performs almost as well as other key startup areas in 
terms of female leadership. This fact was demonstrated through an investigation conducted by tech and 
startup news site Geektime. They found that 19% of startup founders in Japan are women, just 1% behind 
the figure for USA but 10% higher than the figure for Israel. In an interview, Rie Matsumoto, Commercial 
Attaché of the Embassy of Japan in Israel noted;  

There are I think several factors to pull up the number of female entrepreneurship in Japan. One is 
a demand from among women. As women’s social advancement proceeds apace, lots of women 
who once left their jobs because of marriage or parenting start to want to come back to social life 
with their talents and skills, and not a few of them are doing so by establishing their own 
startups.167 

 
Conclusion 
 
From this study, we gained a representative overview of the Japanese startup ecosystem. This 
demonstrated that two of the most dominant industries are software and fintech. There is no trending 
sector in terms of the most-funded startups, with the heftier investments being issued more on demand 
for unique and scalable services. Those focused on robotics, such as Seven Dreamers Laboratory, often 
require a larger funding boost to fulfil their manufacturing and development requirements. In our sample, 
there was a large spike in the number of startups founded between 2010 - 2012 and the most common 
workforce size was between 11 – 50 employees, suggesting that many have not yet entered the growth 
stage. The US is the most popular overseas office destination, with the UK and Germany being the key 
areas in Europe. We can also see that there is still a significant amount of progress to be made in terms of 
gender diversity in startups.  
  

                                                 
167 Geektime. 2016, 31 August. http://www.geektime.com/2016/08/31/the-surprising-truth-i-found-out-about-women-
entrepreneurs-in-japan/  

http://www.geektime.com/2016/08/31/the-surprising-truth-i-found-out-about-women-entrepreneurs-in-japan/
http://www.geektime.com/2016/08/31/the-surprising-truth-i-found-out-about-women-entrepreneurs-in-japan/
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

Whilst Japan’s startup ecosystem is very different to other hotspots such as those in Silicon Valley, it 
carries with it a growing number of opportunities for foreign entrepreneurs and investors.  
 
We recommend the following to entrepreneurs seeking to expand or even set up shop in Japan: 
  

o Sectors – Consider where the gaps exist in the burgeoning industries, especially IoT, robotics 
and fintech. What can European entrepreneurs specifically bring to the table that can boost the 
Japanese ecosystem? Find out which Japan-based startups have found widespread global 
success, note which sectors they belong to and what need they have responded to through 
their products and services.  
 
o Regional consideration – Tokyo is a well-established hub at the centre of innovation and 
close to key events, venture capital and accelerators. On the other hand, there are also benefits 
to being in other areas such as being in a less crowded space or benefiting from local 
government support. Additionally, for entrepreneurs actually seeking to set up their business in 
Japan, business visa conditions are particularly favourable in Fukuoka. However, foreign 
entrepreneurs need a clear business plan and strategy from the start as the relaxed visa 
conditions are time-limited. This means conducting research before getting to Japan which can 
be difficult without the help of a local partner or specialist Japan consultant. 

  
o Recruitment – Hire a combination of local and foreign, young and experienced talent for 
best results. We recommend employing at least one Japanese national as a representative. This 
will simplify the process when approaching investors or pitching to large corporations. The 
recruitment of mid-career and experienced staff can prove most challenging. Entrepreneurs 
may have to spend time and effort building a strong network in Japan at an early stage in order 
to receive mentorships and avoid mistakes in the market. Scaling up outside Japan may also be 
challenging in terms of recruitment and cross-border team collaboration. Entrepreneurs may 
have to find new ways to tackle this problem. Goodpatch was one of the first companies in 
Japan to adopt Slack as an internal communication tool and also regularly sends Japanese staff 
to Germany. Boris also often visits the Japanese head office. 

   
o Resources – European entrepreneurs should make the most of the key events, accelerators 
and co-working spaces available in Japan. They will help to foster lasting business relationships 
and grow their network. Face-to-face interaction is important in fostering these connections. In 
particular, attending events and developing ideas in co-working spaces can help entrepreneurs 
to become more familiar with Japan before committing. If they are targeting international 
expansion beyond Japan, turning to foreign actors in the Japanese startup ecosystem may be a 
better choice. 
 
o Bridge into other markets – European entrepreneurs, investors and other startup experts 
can act as a bridge into other markets, aiding Japanese startups that do not have overseas 
experience. There is potential to seek investment funds in Japan for startups that are farther 
along in terms of growth. The emergence of international players such as 500 startups and Plug 
and Play shows that the Japanese ecosystem needs this expertise to go beyond the Japanese 
market and consider international expansion from the start.  
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o Founding team – A European entrepreneur can represent the ideal co-founder for a 
Japanese company. This pairing will be able to navigate Japan’s bureaucratic nature together, 
unlock funds and gain access to incubator / accelerator spaces. It will also allow the startup to 
take advantage of opportunities stemming from both Japan and Europe. For instance, 
cybersecurity startup Authlete was founded by two Japanese and one British entrepreneur. Ali 
Adnan has a multicultural background and has more than fifteen years’ experience working with 
European startups and ensuring their success. On the other hand, Japanese co-founders 
Takahiko Kawasaki and Hideki Ikeda are software engineers. Ali heads up business development 
and the company also have an office in London, allowing for a more local reach.  

 
o Investment opportunities – It is worth taking time to assess the types of investment 
opportunities that exist in Japan versus other ecosystems. Since the number of angel investors 
is low in Japan, this leaves space for foreign investors interested in expanding their portfolio of 
startups in Asia, beginning with Japan. Besides, there is an opportunity to positively contribute 
to the growth of the Japanese ecosystem by taking a less conservative approach and 
introducing a more entrepreneurial mentality.  

 
o Startup acquisition – As we have established in this report, acquisition is not a common exit 
strategy. The market may need to be educated about the benefits of acquisition, which will take 
time. The lack of competition in the market in terms of acquisition, however, means that 
investors can make the most profitable deals by focusing their efforts on the most innovative 
and promising startups. 

 
o Cultural considerations – Whatever an entrepreneur or investor’s objective is in the 
Japanese ecosystem, common advice about doing business in Japan still applies. Face-to-face 
interaction, the exchange of business cards, and having documentation translated into Japanese 
are a few aspects that need to be prepared ahead of time. Representatives of Japanese 
companies tend to place emphasis on business relationships instead of one-off transactions. 
This custom applies to startups as well as larger corporations, so it is a good idea to get to know 
each other deeply before committing to any fixed deals.  

 
o Time considerations – Bear in mind that the Japanese startup ecosystem is at a much earlier 
stage than Silicon Valley. Things tend to take longer to achieve in Japan so entrepreneurs and 
investors need to have patience and consider their long term goals. On the other end, getting 
involved in an ecosystem at an earlier stage means that in the long term, a bigger impact can be 
made.  
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APPENDIX 

Quantitative study results - 100 Japan-based startups 
 

Startup 
Name Industry  Founded Size Locati

on 

Total 
Fundi

ng  

Latest 
Fundi

ng  

Lat
est 
Fun
din
g 

Yea
r 

Gone 
Public

? 

No. of 
Found

ers 

Founder 
Name(s) 

Founder 
Gender 

Founder 
National

ity 

Overseas 
operations 

Oversea
s Office 

Overs
eas 

Servic
es 

English 
Website? 

Abeja Software 2012 11 to 50 Tokyo $7.0M $2.0M 201
6 N 1 

Keisuke 
Tomimat

su 
M Japanese NO NO NO YES 

Akippa Travel 2009 151 to 
200 Osaka $5.06

M 
$5.06

M 
201
6 N 1 Genki 

Kanaya M Japanese NO   NO 

AnydooR Translation 2009 1 to 10  Tokyo $1.1M $600,
000 

201
3 N 2 

Tomohiro 
Onuma, 

Naoki 
Yamada 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Aperza Manufacturi
ng 2016 11 to 50 Yokoh

ama $6.8M $5.3M  201
7 N 1 Makoto 

Ishihara M Japanese NO   YES 

Atmoph 
Window 

Creative/De
sign 2014 1 to 10 Kyoto $1.0M $1.0M 201

6 N 2 

Kyohi 
Kang / 
Kyohei 
Nakano 

M Japanese NO   YES 

Atrae Recruitmen
t 2003 11 to 50  Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed    

Yoshihide 
Arai M Japanese NO   YES 

ATR-Trek Software 2016 11 to 50  Osaka Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  N 1 Toshiaki 

Fukada M Japanese NO   YES  

Authlete Security 2015 11 to 50 Tokyo $1.2M $1.2M 201
7 N 3 

Ali 
Adnan, 
Hideki 
Ikeda, 

Takahiko 
Kawasaki 

M Japanese 
/ British YES YES - 

London 
YES - 
Global YES 

Axelspace Aerospace 2008 11 to 50 Tokyo $16.1
M 

$15.8
M 

201
5 N 3 

Yuya 
Nakamur

a, 
Takashi 
Eishima, 

Naoki 
Miyashita 

M Japanese NO   YES 
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Bitcellar 
(now part 
of KDDI 

subsidiary 
Supership

) 

Creative/De
sign 2011 11 to 50  Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  

Acquir
ed by 
Supers
hip in 
2015 

2 

Sho 
Sawada / 
Ryosuke 
Kawamur

a 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Bitflyer Fintech 2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $36.1
M $1.7M 201

7 N 1 Yuzo 
Kano M Japanese YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

Blincam Fashion 2015 1 to 10 Fuchu $150,
000 

$150,
000 

201
6 N 1 Shota 

Takase M/F Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Cerebrex Manufacturi
ng 2012 11 to 50 Osaka Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N 1 Masahiro 

Kato M Japanese YES YES - 
Taiwan 

YES - 
Global YES 

Cerevo IoT 2008 51 to 
100 Tokyo $445,

300 
$299,
800 

201
1 N 1 Takuma 

Iwasa M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Washing
ton) 

YES - 
Global YES 

Challener
gy Energy 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed 

201
5 N 1 Atsushi 

Shimizu M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Cluster Software 2015 11 to 50  Tokyo $2.4M $1.8M 201
7 N 2 

Johnson 
Tanaka, 
Naoto 
Kato 

M Japanese NO   YES 

Cocon Security 2013 101 to 
150 Tokyo $2.8M Undisc

losed  N 1 Makoto 
Makita M Japanese NO   NO 

Code 
Chrysalis EdTech 2016 1 to 10 Tokyo $150,

000 
Undisc
losed   2 

Kani 
Munidasa 
/ Yan Fan 

M/F American NO   YES 

Cogent 
Labs Software 2015 11 to 50 Tokyo $11.5

M 
$11.5

M 
201
7 N 2 

Eric 
Whiteway

, Jun 
Iinuma 

M 
American 

/ 
Japanese 

NO   NO 

Coiney FinTech 2012 11 to 50  Tokyo $12.1
M $7.1M  201

7 N 1 Naoko 
Samata F Japanese NO   NO 

Cookbiz Food 2007 11 to 50  Osaka Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed 

201
4 N 1 Kenji 

Yabuno M Japanese  NO   NO 
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Crowdwor
ks 

Recruitmen
t 2011 51 to 

100 Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  Y 1 Koichiro 

Yoshida M Japanese NO   NO 

Cure App Healthcare 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo $4.2M $3.4M  201
7 N 2 

Shin 
Suzuki, 
Kohta 
Satake 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Cyberdyn
e Robotics 2004 51 to 

100 Osaka Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  Y 1 Yoshiyuki 

Sankai M Japanese YES 

YES - 
Denmark

, 
Sweden, 
Germany

, USA,  

YES - 
Global YES 

Dely Household 2014 11 to 50  Tokyo $31.4
M 

$26.9
M 

201
7 N 1 Yuusuke 

Horie M Japanese NO   NO 

Digital 
Cube Software 2006 11 to 50  Kobe Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N   M Japanese NO   YES  

Digital 
Grid 

(WASSHA
) 

Energy 2013 1 to 10 Tokyo $4.8M $4.8M 201
4 N 1 Satoshi 

Akita M Japanese YES YES - 
Tanzania 

YES - 
Global YES 

Emerada Fintech 2016 11 to 50  Tokyo $1.8M $1.8M 201
7 N 3 

Naoki 
Furukawa

, 
Hiromichi 

Goto, 
Taiga 

Sawamur
a 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Farmnote Agriculture 2013 1 to 10 Hokkai
do $6.1M $4.4M 201

7 N 1 
Shinya 

Kobayash
i 

M Japanese NO   NO 

FINC Healthcare 2012 51 to 
100 Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N 1 

Yuji 
Mizoguch

i 
M Japanese NO   NO 

Freee Fintech 2012 151 to 
200 Tokyo $84.5

M 
$29.0

M 
201
6 N 1 Daisuke 

Sasaki M Japanese NO   NO 

Gengo Translation 2010 1 to 10 Tokyo $24.2
M $5.4M 201

5 N 2 

Matthew 
Romaine 
/ Robert 

Laing 

M American 
/ British YES YES - UK 

and USA 
YES - 
Global YES 

Glams 
(Zenfoto
matic) 

Creative/De
sign 2010 1 to 10  Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N  

Daisuke 
Miura M Japanese YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

GLM Co. 
LTD 

Manufacturi
ng 2010 1 to 10 Kyoto $12.5

M $6.6M 201
5 N 1 Hiroyasu 

Koma M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 
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Goodpatc
h 

Creative/De
sign 2011 11 to 50  Tokyo $8.1M $3.6M 201

7 N 1 Naofumi 
Tsuchiya 

M Japanese YES YES - 
Berlin 

YES - 
Global YES 

GOOPA 
Inc. Fintech 2011 1 to 10 Tokyo $48,0

00 
Undisc
losed 

201
2  1 Hiroaki 

Taira M Japanese YES YES - 
Bangkok 

YES - 
Global NO 

Hachimen
roppi Food 2007 1 to 10 Tokyo $6.6M $2.2m 201

7 N 1 Masanari 
Matsuda M Japanese NO   YES - partial 

Hacosco Mobile 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo $254,
680 

$254,
680 

201
4 N 1 Naotaka 

Fujii M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Happy 
Hacking 

Life (H2L) 
Gaming 2012 1 to 10 Tokyo $1.8M $1.8M 201

7 N 1 Ken 
Iwasaki M Japanese YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

Infostellar Aerospace 2016 1 to 10 Tokyo $550,
000 

$474,
000 

201
7 N 1 Naomi 

Kurahara F Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

iSpace Aerospace 2010 1 to 10 Tokyo $2.1M $1.9M 201
5 N 1 

Takeshi 
Hakamad

a 
M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Californi
a) 

YES - 
Global YES 

IstPika Software 2009 1 to 10  Osaka $2.4M Undisc
losed  

Acquir
ed by 
Infoco

m 

1 
Michinori 
Fukushim

a 
M Japanese NO   YES 

Jimoty Ecommerce 2011 11 to 50  Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  N 1 Takahiro 

Kato M Japanese NO   NO 

Kabuku Creative/De
sign 2013 11 to 50  Tokyo  $11.4

M $6.1M 201
5 N 2 

Masahiko 
Inada / 

Masahiko 
Adachi 

M Japanese  YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Kibidango Fintech 2013 1 to 10 Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed   1 

Ryota 
Matsuzak

i 
M Japanese NO   NO 

Kyash Fintech 2015 11 to 50  Tokyo $10.8
1M 

$9.43
M 

201
6 N 1 Shinichi 

Takatori M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Kyulux Engineering 2015 1 to 10 Fukuo
ka 

$13.5
M 

$13.5
M 

201
6 N 1 

Akira 
Minakuch
i, Junji 
Adachi, 

Dr. 
Christoph

er J. 
Savoie, 

M 
Japanese
/America

n 
YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

https://www.crunchbase.com/person/naofumi-tsuchiya
https://www.crunchbase.com/person/naofumi-tsuchiya
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Dr. 
Chihaya 
Adachi 

Leapmind IoT 2012 11 to 50 Tokyo $3.4M $3.4M 201
6 N 1 Soichi 

Matsuda M Japanese YES YES - 
Tokyo 

YES - 
Global YES 

LifeRoboti
cs Robotics 2007 51 to 

200 Tokyo $13.4
M $9.0M 201

6 N 1 
Woo-
Keun 
Yoon 

M Korean YES NO NO YES 

Liquid 
Inc.  Fintech 2013 11 to 50 Tokyo $3.3M $2.5M 201

6 N 1 Yasuhiro 
Kuda M Japanese YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

LOCKON 
Co. Ltd Ecommerce 2001 51 to 

100 Osaka $2.1M Undisc
losed  Y 1 Susumu 

Iwata M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Californi
a) 

YES - 
Global YES 

Loco 
Partners Travel 2011 11 to 50  Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N 1 

Takaya 
Shinozuk

a 
M Japanese YES NO NO YES 

Locondo.j
p Ecommerce 2010 51 to 

100 Tokyo $10.8
M $4.6M 201

4 N 1 Yuusuke 
Tanaka M Japanese NO   NO 

Lpixel Software 2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $8,30
0 

$8,30
0 

201
4 N 3 

Yuki 
Shimahar

a, 
Natsumar

o 
Kutsuna, 
Kei Kojo 

M Japanese NO NO NO YES 

MakeLeap
s Software 2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $600,

000   N 2 

Paul 
Oswald / 

Jason 
Winder 

M Australia
n YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

Mercari Ecommerce 2013 151 to 
200 Tokyo $116.

6M   
$75.0

M 
201
6 N 4 

Tommy 
Tomishim
a, Shinta

ro 
Yamada, 

Ryo 
Ishizuka, 
Hiroshi 

Toshima 

M Japanese YES YES - US 
and UK 

YES - 
Global YES 

Microwav
e 

Chemical 
Co. LTD 

Clean 
Technology 2007 11 to 50 Osaka $16.3

M $9.7M 201
4 N 2 

Iwao 
Yoshino, 
Yasunori 
Tsukahar

a 

M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Midokura Software 2010 51 to 
100 Tokyo $38.6

M   
$20.0

M 
201
6 N  

Tatsuya 
Kato ?Da

n 
Dumitriu? 

M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA, 

Spain,  
Switzerla

nd 

YES - 
Global YES 

Mobingi Software 2015 1 to 10 Tokyo  
$2.6M $2.2M 201

7 N 2 

Wayland 
Zhang / 
Yaushiro 
Horiuchi 

M 

Zhang 
(Chinese 
Canadian

?) / 
Horiuchi 
(Japanes

e) 

YES NO YES - 
Global YES 
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Moi Creative/De
sign 2012 11 to 50  Tokyo $5.6M $5.0M 201

4 N 1 
Yosuke 

Akamats
u 

M Japanese YES YES - 
USA 

YES - 
Global YES 

Molcure Healthcare 2013 1 to 10 Tokyo $2.3M $2.0M 201
4 N 3 

Yoichiro 
Hara, 
Yutaro 
Kyono, 

Ryu 
Ogawa 

M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Moneyfor
ward Fintech 2012 11 to 50 Tokyo $41.9

M 
$11.0

M 
201
6 N 1 Yosuke 

Tsuji M Japanese NO   NO 

Moneytre
e FinTech 2012 11 to 50  Tokyo $10.6

M $8.9M 201
7 N 1 Paul 

Chapman M Australia
n? NO NO NO YES 

Monoco Ecommerce 2012 11 to 50 Tokyo $1.1M Undisc
losed 

201
3 N 1 Ari Awan M Indonesia

n NO   NO 

MUJIN Robotics 2011 11 to 50  Tokyo $6.9M $6.0M 201
4 N 2 

Issei 
Takino 
/ Rosen 
Diankov 

M 
Japanese 

/ 
American 

NO   YES 

Nightley Software 2011 11 to 50 Tokyo $1.2M $1.2M 201
7 N 1 Yutaka 

Ishikawa M Japanese NO   NO 

NuLab Software 2004 51 to 
100 

Fukuo
ka 

Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  N 3 

Shinsuke 
Tabata, 

Masanori 
Hashimot

o, 
Toshitaka 

Agata 

M Japanese YES YES - 
New York 

YES - 
Global YES  

Open8 Adtech 2015 51 to 
200 Tokyo $19.6

M 
$13.0

M 
201
7 N 1 

Yasuo 
Takamats

u 
M Japanese NO   YES 

Origami FinTech 2012 11 to 50  Tokyo $19.2
M 

$13.4
M 

201
5 N 1 Yoshiki 

Yasui M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES  

Ory Labs Robotics 2012 1 to 10 Tokyo $75,2
00 

$75,2
00 

201
2 N 1 Kentarou 

Yoshifuji M Japanese NO   YES 

PLENgoer 
Robotics Robotics 2016 11 to 50  Osaka Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed  N 1 Natsuo 

Akazawa M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Pocket 
Video 

Creative/De
sign 2013 1 to 10 Tokyo $13.3

M 

 
$900,
000 

201
4 N 3 

Oscar 
Noriega / 

Anwar 
Noriega 
/ Kunihik

o 
Karasawa 

M Mexican / 
Japanese  NO NO NO YES 
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Polyglots EdTech 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo $550,
000  

Undisc
losed 

201
6 N 1 

Junya 
Yamaguc

hi 
M Japanese NO   NO 

Preferred 
Networks IoT 2014 51 to 

100 Tokyo $17.3
M $8.2M 201

5 N 2 

Toru 
Nishikaw

a / 
Daisuke 

Okanohar
a 

M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

QD Laser Manufacturi
ng 2006 1 to 10 Fukush

ima 
Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed 

200
6 N 1 

Mitsuru 
Sugawar

a 
M Japanese YES NO YES - 

Global YES 

Quantum 
Biosystem

s 
Science 2013 11 to 50 Tokyo  $25.7

M 
$20.0

M 
201
5 N 2 

Toshihiko 
Honkura, 
Masateru 
Taniguchi 

M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Californi
a) 

YES - 
Global YES 

Raksul Manufacturi
ng 2009 51 to 

100 Tokyo $71.8
M 

Undisc
losed   1 

Yasukane 
Matsumo

to 
M Japanese NO   NO 

Rimono Travel 2016 1 to 10 Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  N 1 Shinsuke 

Ito M Japanese NO   YES 

Ritekit Software 2012 11 to 50 Osaka $3,50
0 

$3,50
0  N 3 

Michal 
Hudecek, 

Pavel 
Houzva, 

Saul 
Fleischm

an 

M 
French 
/ ??? / 

American 
YES 

YES - 
Czech 

Republic 

YES - 
Global YES 

Riverfield 
Inc.  Healthcare 2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $2.0M $2.0M 201

4 N 1 
Daisuke 

Haraguch
i 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Sansan Mobile 2007 11 to 50  Tokyo $37.0M $16.9M 2016 N 2 

Joraku 
Satoru, 
Kenji 

Shiomi 

M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Secual Security 2015 1 to 10 Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed  N 2 

Naoki 
Nishida, 
Kazuhiro 
Aoyagi 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Seven 
Dreamers 
Laborator

y 

Robotics 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo $94.9
M 

$22.8
M 

201
7 N 1 Shin 

Sakane M Japanese NO   YES 
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Sloth Household 2015 1 to 10 Fukuo
ka 

Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed   3 

Jack 
Jablonski 
/ Leo Gui 
/ Marie 

Ng 

M/F American YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

SmartDriv
e Travel 2013 1 to 10  Tokyo $9.0M $9.0M 201

7 N 1 Sho 
Kitakawa M Japanese NO   NO 

Smartnew
s Software 2012 11 to 50 Tokyo Undisc

losed $38M 201
6 N 2 

Ken 
Suzuki, 
Kaisei 

Hamamot
o 

M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

Sorabito Ecommerce 2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $4.6M $4.6M 201
6 N 2 

Sho 
Yoshida, 
Takayuki 

Aoki 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Soracom IoT  2014 11 to 50 Tokyo $33.8
M 

Undisc
losed 

201
6 N 2 

Kenta 
Yasukaw
a, Ken 

Tamagaw
a 

M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Palo Alto 
/ San 

Francisco
), 

Denmark
, 

Singapor
e 

YES - 
Global YES  

Spiber Nanotech 2007 151 to 
200 

Yamag
ata 

$128.
1M 

$20.0
M 

201
6 N 1 Kazuhide 

Sekiyama M Japanese NO   YES 

Star 
festival Logistics 2009 251 to 

500 
Hokkai

do $29.9M $27.4M 201
4 N 1 Yuusuke 

Kishida M Japanese NO   NO 

Tokyo 
Otaku 
Mode 

Ecommerce 2012 11 to 50  Tokyo $16.3
M 

$13.7
M 

201
4 N 5 

Tomohide 
Kamei / 
Hajime 
Ataka / 
Takuya 
Akiyama 

/ Nao 
Kodaka / 
Takeshi 

Morisawa 

M Japanese YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Portland
, Oregon) 

YES - 
Global YES 

Trillium Security 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo Undisc
losed 

Undisc
losed 

201
6 N 2 

David M. 
Uze, 

Sachio 
Semmoto 

M 
American 

/ 
Japanese 

YES 

YES - 
USA 

(Californi
a) 

YES - 
Global YES 

Videogra
m 

(formerly 
Cinemacr

aft) 

Software 2012 1 to 10 Tokyo $6.3M $600,
000 

201
6 N 2 

Sandeep 
Casi / 
Rahul 

Golecha 

M Indian YES 

YES - 
South 
Korea, 
USA 

(Californi
a), India 

YES - 
Global YES 

Viibar Creative/De
sign 2013 1 to 10 Tokyo $12.3

M $3.5M 201
7 N 1 Yuta 

Kamisaka M Japanese NO   NO 

Vinclu Software 2014 1 to 10 Tokyo $929,
000 

Undisc
losed 

201
7 Y 1 Minoru 

Takechi M Japanese NO   NO 
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Wanderlu
st Inc. Travel 2013 11 to 50 Tokyo Undisc

losed $1.1M 201
7 N 2 

Masaki 
Iwamoto, 
Kentaro 
Horie 

M Japanese NO   NO 

Wantedly Recruitmen
t 2010 51 to 

100 Tokyo $812,
000 

Undisc
losed  N 1 Akiko 

Naka F Japanese YES 
YES - 

Singapor
e 

YES - 
Global YES 

Xenoma Science 2015 1 to 10 Tokyo $1.7M $1.7M 201
6 N 1 Ichirou 

Amimori M Japanese YES NO YES - 
Global YES 

YAMAP Travel 2013 1 to 10 Fukuo
ka $1.5M $1.5M 201

6 N 1 
Yoshi 

Haruyam
a 

M Japanese YES 

NO - 
plans to 
expand 

into USA 

YES - 
Global YES 

YUMI 
Games Gaming 2016 11 to 50 Tokyo Undisc

losed 
Undisc
losed   3 

Julien 
Hora / 
Annie 

Koyama / 
Roger 

Latruffe 

M/F Belgian NO   YES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
DISCLAIMER: The information contained in this report has been compiled by one or several independent experts and reflects the views of the author(s), and not 
necessarily the views of the EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation nor the views of the European Authorities. It is made available for general information 
and non-commercial purposes only. It does not claim to be comprehensive or up to date, and is not intended to provide legal or other advice.  No person should 
rely on the contents of this report – or of internet web sites or other information sources indicated in this report – without first obtaining advice from a 
qualified professional person.  This report is made available on the terms and understanding that the EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation and the 
European Authorities are not responsible for the results of any actions taken - or omitted to be taken - on the basis of information in this report, nor for any 
error in or omission from this report.   The EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation and the European Authorities expressly disclaim all and any liability and 
responsibility to any person in respect of anything and the consequences of anything, done or omitted to be done by any such person in reliance, whether 
wholly or partially, upon the whole or any part of the contents of this report.  Without limiting the generality of the above neither the EU-Japan Centre for 
Industrial Cooperation nor the European Authorities shall have any responsibility for any act or omission of the author(s) of this report.   
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