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n April 6, 2010, Columbia Business School's

Center on Japanese Economy and Business, The

Eugene Lang Entrepreneurship Center, and The
Jerome A. Chazen Institute of International Business, to-
gether with the Mitsui USA Foundation, presented “Entre-
preneurship in Japan,” the first in a new series of symposia
on global entrepreneurship in various countries. More than
250 people came to this event, the 11th annual Mitsui
USA Foundation Symposium, held at Columbia Business
School. Professor Murray Low, the director of The Eugene
Lang Entrepreneurship Center, served as moderator for a
panel of three entrepreneurs in Japan.

Ernest Higa, a Japanese-American from Hawaii, de-

scribed how he started his career in Japan in the lumber
import business in the 1970s, at a time when an entrepre-
neur was perceived as someone who had failed to get a job
at a large corporation. Subsequently, he imported medical
devices and then obtained and developed the franchise
introducing Domino’s Pizza to Japan. To help this enter-
prise succeed, Mr. Higa increased the variety of pizzas,
improved service quality, made sure the food presentation
was flawless, and positioned the brand as upscale. He said
Domino's was Japan's first pizza company to do home de-
liveries, which is now a $1.4 billion industry in Japan. The
current Domino's strategy in Japan is a “clicks and mor-

tar” approach of taking food orders via the Internet and
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From left: Hugh Patrick, Murray Low, Ernest Higa, Kohei Nishiyama

cell phones. Mr. Higa said its iPhone application is now the
third most downloaded iPhone application in Japan.

Next, Kohei Nishiyama described his business as
"wish-driven entrepreneurship.” A Japanese who grew up
in South America and earned his undergraduate degree
from Tokyo University, Mr. Nishiyama created Cuusoo.
com, a Web site and online community of user-generat-
ed product designs. People share their product designs
online, and once orders for a product reach the break-even
point, it goes into production and is manufactured. Mr.
Nishiyama partnered with Japanese retailer Muji and Dan-
ish toymaker Lego to introduce user-generated designs
that incorporate group feedback and, if popular, will net
the designer a portion of the sales. These deals allowed
him to leverage his partners’ well-known, global brands,
raising his company's profile. He said the challenge now is
to draw attention to the 99 percent of products that do
not reach the break-even point, perhaps by harnessing so-
cial media to encourage site visits and product orders.

The third panelist, Atsushi Imuta, speaking from Tokyo
via a live video feed, described a trip to London in which he
realized that, unlike in Japan, almost anything was allowed,
whether it be drinking milk directly from cartons or chang-
ing jobs frequently to test one's ability. This inspired him
to find his own work, and he quit his job at the Long Term
Credit Bank of Japan. He was experienced in investment
banking, real estate, and corporate reorganization, and he
had a built-in network providing clients as well as employ-
ees; eventually, he succeeded, with his wife, in starting a
company called RISA Partners. RISA began by providing
due diligence services and advising investors, mostly from
the United States, in distressed assets, real estate, non-
performing loans, and asset management, and was able

to capitalize on Japan's banking crisis of the late 1990s.

This Japan-engendered, Japan-developed boutique in-
vestment bank now specializes in three main funds—real
estate, private equity, and corporate restructuring—and
has a market value of 16 billion yen.

The panelists spoke about the difficulties of starting
a business, especially in a culturally risk-averse country
such as Japan, where corporations are dominant. For in-
stance, in Japan it is difficult to obtain credit cards with-
out working for a big company, so Mr. Imuta said he ap-
plied to get three credit cards for personal use before he
resigned. While building his company, he eschewed pro-
fessional investors and invested what money he earned
himself in properties and other entities, in order to grow
it. Eventually, the company's public offering allowed him
to expand further.

Mr. Nishiyama said the difficulty of raising capital in
Japan for start-ups limits entrepreneurship opportunities.
It was only through angel investors in the United States,
both Americans and Japanese, that he was able to get
seed money.

Mr. Higa said he managed to obtain bank loans, a dif-
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ficult task without traditional means of collateral such
as real estate. While there are still some hurdles—the
establishment-oriented mindset in Japan means large
companies and consumers both prefer dealing with other
large companies, and the tax structure doesn't favor en-
trepreneurship—the environment for entrepreneurship is
improving in Japan. It compares to 1960s America, when
the social contract was upended and job security became
more fragile. As American companies downsized, laid-off
workers explored starting their own businesses. Japan's
protracted financial woes for the past two decades have
had the same effect of improving the quality of human
capital available to create—or work at—start-ups.

Mr. Imuta said the current climate in Japan was more
favorable than in the past for entrepreneurs. Both finan-
cial and human capital are more liquid, and the Internet
and other technologies are easily or cheaply available.

The panelists were asked how Japanese companies
could replicate on the world stage their success in Japan.
Mr. Nishiyama emphasized again that one missing link is

the ability for Japanese entrepreneurs to find Japanese

investors. Mr. Imuta agreed that Japan lacks knowledge-

From left: Murray Low, Ernest Higa, Kohei Nishiyama, Seiro Yano, Shinichi Hirabayashi, Hugh Patrick, David E. Weinstein

able bankers or venture capitalists who fully understand
investing in start-ups. He acknowledged that his business
is very Japan focused but pointed out that some elements
of Japanese culture—such as anime, manga, and fash-
ion—already have global audiences, demonstrating that
Japanese creativity can find success beyond Japan.

Though Mr. Higa has brought U.S. products to Japan,
he doesn't believe there are many opportunities for com-
panies to bring Japanese products to the United States.
He said the issue with the term “globalization” is that it re-
ally means “Americanization,” more or less, and he wasn't
sure if Japanese companies are up to the task of becom-
ing Americanized in order to be successful abroad.

The panelists agreed that there is a generational dif-
ference in attitude toward entrepreneurship in Japan. Mr.
Higa and Mr. Imuta, representing the older generation,
said the current environment is more favorable to starting
one's own company, although the climate is not as hospita-
ble as it is in the United States. Speaking for the younger
generation, Mr. Nishiyama said he believed young people
increasingly view starting something new on their own as

a desirable and respected activity.
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