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Technical Note

The findings of this 
presentation are 
supported by primary and 
secondary data sources, 
complemented by insights 
from interviews with 
stakeholders.

The main data sources used 
for the analysis of Japan were 
compiled through a survey of 
6,086 start-up founders and 
ecosystem stakeholders, 
which was conducted by the 
Cabinet Office in 2019 under 
the guidance of the World Bank 
team (Dataset #1).

Data from 3,131 start-ups and 
5,991 associated investors
was leveraged for the 
international connectivity 
database (Dataset #2) and data 
from 65 accelerator programs 
for the accelerator database 
(Dataset #3).

185 stakeholders (start-up 
founders, VCs, angels, 
academia, universities, start-up 
campuses) were interviewed in 
three rounds of interviews in 
2019, 2020-1, and 2022 
(Interviews).

6,086
Japanese start-ups and 
ecosystem stakeholders

9,122
Deep-tech start-ups and 
investors

185
Stakeholder’s interviews



Start-up-led Innovation 
and Japan’s Positioning



Innovation is 
shifting to 
start-up-led 
development and 
commercialization, 
even for deep-tech.

COVID-19 mRNA 
vaccinations were largely 
a product of startup-led 
innovation. 
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https://www.who.int/immunization/programmes_systems/procurement/mi4a/platform/module2/2020_Global_Vaccine_Market_Report.pdf?ua=1
https://www.morningstar.com/articles/1037072/us-herd-immunity-could-be-coming-by-end-of-june


Start-up-led 
innovation is 
advancing highly 
sophisticated deep 
technologies in 
strategic fields and 
creating new 
market universes.
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Sources of pictures (right to left, top to bottom): 
Blalbiotec.com; Omg.org; Techcrunch (a); 
Techcrunch (b); Indiewire.com; HKUST; NikkeiAsia; 
Communications of the ACM; IAEA; Forbes.  

https://www.blalbiotech.com/blog/the-future-and-scope-of-biotechnology
https://www.omg.org/industries/space.htm
https://techcrunch.com/2022/01/18/will-quantum-computing-remain-the-domain-of-the-specialist-vc/
https://techcrunch.com/2021/02/28/space-startup-gitai-raises-17-1m-to-help-build-the-robotic-workforce-of-commercial-space/
https://www.indiewire.com/2015/01/soderbergh-strikes-again-recuts-2001-a-space-odyssey-125102/
https://seng.hkust.edu.hk/faculty-and-research/sra-advanced-materials
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Technology/Japan-s-battery-startups-take-the-world-beyond-lithium-ion
https://cacm.acm.org/magazines/2021/9/255027-photonic-processors-light-the-way/fulltext
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/international-fusion-energy-gathering-opens
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamiecartereurope/2022/02/07/metaverse-vs-multiverse-how-to-tell-apart-the-two-mind-bending-concepts-we-cant-stop-talking-about/?sh=18cdfc2478cc
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Japan’s innovation
ecosystem has not 
evolved yet to the 
new startup-led 
model.

Whereas Japan is a 
leader in traditional R&D, 
VC investment level is 
extremely low for its GDP.
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VC Investment (per GDP) % R&D Expenditure (per GDP) %

Japan

Japan

Sources: (right) Delroom.co for VC investment 
and World Bank for GDP
(left) OECD Main Science and Technology 
Indicators (2019)

Note: Japan data includes all sources of 
startup funding

0.001

https://app.dealroom.co/dashboard
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD
https://www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm


7
Sources: Dutta, Lanvin, and Wunsch-Vincent, 
2020; Florida and Hathaway, 2018

Osaka #6

Nagoya #12

Japan’s science and 
technology clusters 
are among the best 
in the world, 
producing high-
quality outputs. 

However, Japan does not 
have VC startup clusters 
at par to translate this 
output into the productive 
economic returns 
necessary to compete 
globally. 



0 200 400 600

United States
China

United Kingdom
India

Germany
Israel

Canada
France

Sweden
Brazil

Australia
Singapore

Netherlands
Switzerland
Korea, rep.

Belgium
Indonesia

UAE
Japan

Finland
Spain

Japan’s innovation 
ecosystem is not 
generating the new 
industry’s global 
companies, 
impacting its 
forward-looking 
economic 
competitiveness.
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Forbes, 2021.

Unicorns (>USD 1 Billion)

https://app.dealroom.co/dashboard
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Japan’s innovation 
ecosystem is not 
generating the new 
industry’s global 
companies, 
impacting its 
forward-looking 
economic 
competitiveness.
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Japan 190
Indicative of unexploited 
potential based on GDP

https://app.dealroom.co/dashboard


Tokyo
Start-up Ecosystem



Start-ups need an 
ecosystem in which 
to grow.

4 core elements 
of the start-up 
ecosystem 
for policy action.
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Community / 
Social Networks Investment

Support 
Infrastructure

Specialized funding to allow 
startup growth. Venture capital 
(VC) and angel investors in all 
stages of the ladder of investment 
(from seed to scale-up). This is 
complemented with other funding 
sources and resources: 
government grants, corporate 
funding, finance institutions, etc.

Social networks of specialized 
actors that tie all elements of the 
ecosystem. They help identify 
entrepreneurial opportunities, 
access to finance, and access to 
information and create resources 
and spillovers, strategic alliances, 
and status signaling.

Support programs for startups to 
grow. Accelerators and mentors 
are arguably the most active 
and renowned actors, supporting 
entrepreneurs and startups in the 
early stages of development, 
provision of small amounts of 
seed investment, and active 
mentorship and networking.

Skills 
Infrastructure

Institutions that provide relevant 
skills for entrepreneurs to create 
competitive ventures. Formal 
education actors (e.g., universities) 
with practical entrepreneurial, 
hands-on programs (curricular or 
extracurricular). Informal flexible 
actors (e.g., accelerators, 
bootcamps) for the non-university 
population.



Tokyo is today the 
only true start-up 
ecosystem in Japan 
with critical mass, 
but it is small on 
global terms.
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https://tracxn.com/


Tokyo’s ecosystem
is dominated by 
traditional 
institutions that do 
not cater to start-up 
needs, limiting  
start-up growth and 
innovation.

Investors

Universities

Accelerators

Start-ups

13Sources: Dataset #1

Influence 
based on 

number of 
connections



Mitsubishi UFJ Capital

SMBC VC

SBI Investment

Mizuho Capital

Keio University

University of 
Tokyo

Waseda University

Tokyo’s ecosystem
is dominated by 
traditional 
institutions that do 
not cater to start-up 
needs, limiting  
start-up growth and 
innovation.
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The start-up 
“growth-driven” 
specialized 
ecosystem in Tokyo 
is very small with 
limited impact. 

Tokyo presents the 
reverse image of New 
York and other 
leading global start-
up ecosystems. 

Specialized

Non-specialized

New York Tokyo

Startups

70% 30% 24% 76%

15Sources: Dataset #1
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The ecosystem is 
predominantly 
domestic;
it has very little 
international 
connectivity.

Tokyo’s only relevant 
link is with San 
Francisco for 
accessing innovation 
through investment.



Country VC 
investment

VC per GDP 
(%)

Market Est. 
(USD B)

Singapore 9.1 0.027 135.0
Israel 10.4 0.026 129.7
India 45.4 0.017 86.3
Sweden 8.8 0.016 82.7
United States 316.3 0.015 76.6
United Kingdom 40.2 0.015 73.5
Canada 12.4 0.008 38.0
Korea, Rep. 9.3 0.006 28.7
Germany 20.0 0.005 26.3
France 13.4 0.005 25.7
China 68.4 0.005 23.5
Japan 7.4 0.001 7.4
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Japan VC market is 
small for its GDP.

Investment

$75 B Japan VC market 
potential is about 
¥8.6 trillion
($75 billion),
to be on par with leading 
start-up countries.

10x value growth potential 
with proper catalyzation.

Note: Japan data includes all sources of 
start-up funding



There are almost no 
risk-investment 
options for growth 
and scaling-up.

Growth-oriented capital 
is disproportionally 
deployed in small 
stages and ticket sizes.
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Distribution of VC Investment Stages

Average Deal Size per Investment Stage Category, USD 
Millions
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Sources: CBInsights, 2020 (for Europe and 
global); CBInsights, 2019 (for North America); 
Venture Enterprise Center (VEC), 2020 (for Japan)

Investment

https://news.crunchbase.com/news/global-2020-funding-and-exit/
https://news.crunchbase.com/news/north-american-venture-report-funding-up-slightly-in-q1/
http://www.vec.or.jp/2019/04/17/2018_vec_yearbook_en_pdf/



