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Abstract

Despite a long history, the organized field of research on voluntaristics in Japan has 
emerged only in the past two decades. This article presents a comprehensive review of 
voluntaristics research in Japan through an overview of past studies and recent hot top-
ics. Nonprofit sector and voluntary action research, now termed voluntaristics (Smith, 
2016), is reviewed here using four approaches: organizational, economic, employment, 
and charitable giving. Discussion of recent changes in the political-legal environment 
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for nonprofit agencies and associations as well as of collaboration among nonprofits, 
governments, and businesses are presented. The article also covers some of the key top-
ics in recent years, including rising social movements and advocacy, social impact 
bonds, social capital, and information and communication technologies (ICT) and 
social media.

In discussing the emergence, expansion, and diversification of nonprofit research in 
Japan, the article makes two main arguments. First, we argue that studies of voluntaris-
tics are rather recent in Japan, still in pursuit of their own originality. Second, we argue 
that nonprofit research in Japan is constantly looking for an ideal relationship with 
practice. Research appears to have not fully caught up with the changing landscape of 
nonprofits in action, and research has not been able to guide practice into the best next 
steps. The article highlights characteristics of nonprofit sector research in Japan as well 
as suggesting key questions for future research.

Keywords

Japan – Asia – nonprofit research – nonprofit sector – civil society – nonprofit 
organizations – voluntary agencies – voluntary associations – voluntary actions – 
research-practice relationship

1 Introduction

Prosocial behavior has had a long tradition in Japanese society. The earliest 
origin of such behaviors to help those in need were observed among Buddhist 
priests and monks as early as 593 AD (Fujiwara, 2006). Temples were founded 
for the purpose of providing medical treatment and welfare to orphans and 
elderly (Fujiwara, 2006). As years passed by, helping others with close kinship 
and shared communities became quite common, and neighborhood associa-
tions (chōnaikai) as well as self-help groups such as gonin gumi were impor-
tant parts of people’s everyday lives. During the Edo period in the 17th and 
18th centuries, space for public discussion and associational life opened up al-
though with some constraints (Garon, 2003). These developments set the stage 
for proliferation of voluntaristics with Meiji Restoration of 1868, when Japan 
joined the world as a modern state (Osaka Voluntary Action Center Research 
for Voluntarism Institute et al., 2014).

Despite this long history, the organized field of research on voluntaristics in 
Japan has emerged only in the past two decades. This paper presents a com-
prehensive review of voluntaristics research in Japan through an overview of 
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past studies and recent hot topics. In this paper, we approach voluntaristics 
in Japan with a broad perspective, encompassing what is known as nonprofit 
studies, civil society studies, philanthropy studies, and third sector studies 
(Smith, 2016). There are multiple terms used to refer to domains of volunta-
ristics in Japan: shimin shakai (civil society), NPO or hieiri soshiki (nonprofit 
organizations), NGO or hiseifu soshiki (nongovernmental organizations), bo-
rantia soshiki (volunteer organizations), shimin shakai soshiki (civil society 
organizations). As is the case with aspects of voluntaristics in English, the list 
can go much longer (cf., Smith, Stebbins, & Dover, 2006). Instead of confining 
ourselves to narrow definition of one of these terms, we incorporate all related 
fields of study and relevant terms within the scope of this paper.

The state of nonprofit research in Japan will be discussed in eight sections. 
Following this introduction, the second section will discuss the emergence, ex-
pansion, and diversification of research on voluntaristics, mainly focusing on 
academic societies, journals, and published articles. The third section briefly 
reviews the nonprofit sector in Japan. Introduced are studies that capture the 
sector from organizational, economic, workforce, and giving perspectives. In 
discussing the organizational approach, we describe different types of volun-
tary organizations active in Japan. We also introduce academic efforts to cap-
ture how much of a contribution the sector makes in the Japanese economy as 
well as the Japanese labor market, introducing the most recent and compre-
hensive survey conducted in Japan. This section will also discuss the state of 
nonprofit research in volunteering and fundraising. The fourth section shifts 
attention to recent developments in political and legal climates surround-
ing the sector. The fifth section reviews key scholarly works on collaboration 
among the nonprofit, public, and private/business sector. The sixth section 
presents research on social movement organizations, activism, and advocacy. 
We then present three “hot topics” of nonprofit sector research in Japan today: 
social impact bonds, social capital, and ICTs and social media.

The article ends with a brief conclusion that summarizes two arguments we 
make through these several sections. First, we argue that studies of voluntaris-
tics are rather recent in Japan, still in pursuit of their own originality. Research 
in Japan began by examining theories that emerged in North America and 
Europe, and moved on to empirical analyses of practice. However, there is only 
limited data-oriented, evidence-based scientific research, and the field has not 
yet succeeded in systematic reorganization of findings and insights into coher-
ent theories. Second, we argue that nonprofit research in Japan is constantly 
looking for an ideal relationship with practice. Research appears to have not 
fully caught up with changing landscape of nonprofits in action, and research 
has not been able to guide practice into the best next steps. In all sections, we 
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discuss diverse facets of nonprofit sector research through the lens of the re-
search–practice relationship.

2 Emergence, Expansion, and Diversification of Nonprofit Research

Research on voluntaristics in Japan began to be active in the early 1990s. 
Founding of the Japan NPO Research Association or JANPORA (Nihon NPO 
Gakkai) in 1999 as the first academic society on studies of voluntaristics marks 
an important milestone.

Attention to voluntaristics—both at the individual level and the organi-
zational level—increased with a magnitude 7.3 earthquake that hit the city 
of Kobe and surrounding cities in 1995. This was first massive natural disaster 
that struck modernized cities in Japan. The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, 
better known as the Kobe Earthquake in English, claimed 6,434 lives and left 
more than 43,000 people injured. Given the needs of the affected victims, 
people made financial contributions, sent goods, and offered their time and 
energy to volunteer. These prosocial behaviors caught so much attention in 
the Japanese society that the year 1995 came to be called borantia gannen (Year 
of Volunteers) in Japan. January 17, the exact date of the earthquake, was es-
tablished as the “Day of Disaster Prevention and Volunteers.” The 1995 Kobe 
Earthquake created a momentum for voluntaristics to rise to the fore in the 
Japanese society (Homma & Deguchi, 1995).

The social environment surrounding voluntary organizations rapidly be-
came favorable post-Kobe. The first legislation specifically for nonprofit or-
ganizations, named the Act on Promotion of Specified Nonprofit Activities 
(Tokutei Hieiri Katsudo Hōjin Hō), was enacted in 1998. The system for public-
interest corporations (Kōeki hōjin) went through a major reform between 2000 
and 2008, after being unchanged for approximately 100 years. The accounting 
system for specified nonprofit corporations (Tokutei hieiri katsudō hōjin) was 
revised in 2012 to ensure further accountability. In addition to these important 
institutional changes, the society witnessed yet another boost of voluntaristic 
behaviors in response to the triple disasters of an earthquake, a tsunami, and a 
nuclear accident that struck northeastern Japan in 2011.

Academic research on voluntaristics advanced side by side with such devel-
opments. Scholars documented the changing state of the sector, asking new 
questions and seeking new challenges. Researchers from diverse disciplines 
showed an interest in studying voluntaristics, leading to the expansion and 
diversification of academic efforts. Below, we review this trend from three per-
spectives: academic societies, journals, and published articles.
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a Academic Societies (Professional Associations)
Key associations in the study of voluntaristics in Japan were founded during 
the 1990s. Japan NPO Research Association or JANPORA (Nihon NPO Gakkai) 
was founded in 1999 and began holding annual conferences. Today, there are 
approximately 700 individual members, 40% of whom are academics (e.g., 
university faculty), 17% students, 17% nonprofit practitioners, 8% from the pri-
vate sector, 3% from think tanks, and 8% from public sector ( JANPORA, 2016). 
The association is highly interdisciplinary, attracting scholars from economics, 
political science, sociology, management, and other fields, as well as practitio-
ners and professionals working in applied fields related to voluntaristics.

Another association closely related to voluntaristics is the Association for 
Research on NPOBP (Nonprofit Organizations for the Benefit of the Public or 
Hieiri Hōjin Kenkyu Gakkai), founded in 1997 (Science Council of Japan, Japan 
Science Support Foundation, Japan Science and Technology Agency, 2017a).

While there is a strong focus on organizational governance, particularly on 
accounting and financial audit, this association is also highly interdisciplinary, 
attracting scholars studying law, accounting, management, economics, and 
other related disciplines.

Other Japanese academic societies focused on volunteering also were 
founded in the late 1990s. The International Society of Volunteer Studies in 
Japan (Kokusai Borantia Gakkai) was founded in 1999 (Science Council of 
Japan, Japan Science Support Foundation, Japan Science and Technology 
Agency, 2017b), and The Japan Society for Studies of Voluntary Activities 
(Nihon Borantia Gakkai) was also established in the same year but terminated 
its activities in 2015 (Nakamura, 2015).

Also active are academic societies in related disciplines with an indirect 
focus on voluntaristics. These include the Public Policy Studies Association 
JAPAN (Nihon Kōkyo Seisaku Gakkai) founded in 1996 (Public Policy Studies 
Association JAPAN, 2017), and the Society of Public Economic Utilities (Kōeki 
Jigyo Gakkai) founded in 1949 (Society of Public Economic Utilities, n.d.a).

b Journals
These academic associations have published various scholarly works on vol-
untaristics. The Japan NPO Research Association ( JANPORA) began publishing 
The Nonprofit Review in 2001. To date, a total of 16 volumes with 24 issues have 
been published (JANPORA, 2017a). The Association for Research on NPOBP 
(2017, Hieiri Hōjin Kenkyu Gakkai) publishes the Journal of Association for 
Research on NPOBP (Hieiri Hōjin Kenkyu Gakkai-shi).

Other relevant journals include the Journal of Volunteer Studies of The 
International Society of Volunteer Studies in Japan (International Society of 
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Volunteer Studies in Japan (Kokusai Borantia Gakkai), n.d.) and the Journal of 
Public Economic Utilities of the Society of Public Economic Utilities (Society of 
Public Economic Utilities (Kōeki Jigyō Gakkai), n.d.b). According to Sawamura 
(2006), who reviewed these journals from the perspective of management 
studies, the latter had published an article on nonprofit organizations in Japan 
as early as 1990.

c Published Articles
Reviewing articles on voluntaristics published in these journals reveals the di-
versity of topics studied. In this section, we will take a closer look at 111 articles 
published in The Nonprofit Review (including research papers and research 
notes). The journal has regularly published three to eleven articles per issue. 
The authors, as with the demography of JANPORA members, are quite interdis-
ciplinary and reflect a mix of academics and practitioners.

Some trends emerge through a close examination of articles published in 
The Nonprofit Review. First, we find that the research focus has shifted from 
abroad to domestic phenomena as years passed by. Among all articles, some 
21 discussed nonprofit sector phenomena abroad, while four compared Japan 
with other contexts. Of these 25 articles, nineteen were published in earlier is-
sues, from volumes one through five. We see that nonprofit research in earlier 
years was more outward-oriented. The same trend was reflected in location of 
affiliated institutions of the author(s). While roughly 90% of the authors were 
based in Japan (Kotagiri, 2014a), papers produced by authors based abroad ap-
peared mainly in earlier volumes.

To capture the trends of studies on voluntaristics, Sakurai et al. (2010) con-
ducted a meta-analysis of articles on voluntaristics published in The Nonprofit 
Review, Voluntas, and Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (NVSQ). Their 
work focused on terms/words used in titles, keywords, and abstracts of these 
journal articles. The study found several interesting characteristics of scholarly 
works in Japan. First, research in Japan tended to have nonprofit organizations 
as the unit of analysis. Many articles studied nonprofit organizations, govern-
ments, and private firms, more than taking a macro perspective to understand 
the sector in relation to the public and private sectors, or to explore institution-
al settings. Second, articles in The Nonprofit Review often shed light on topics 
that had captured less attention in Voluntas and NVSQ: community currency, 
environment, intermediary organizations, empowerment, and dialogue. Third, 
articles in Japan paid limited attention to volunteering, although such research 
has been beginning to increase after 2010 (Kotagiri, 2014a). Finally, compared 
with articles published in NVSQ, studies in Japan make little reference to ef-
ficiency and effectiveness.
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These developments in academic societies, journals, and articles since the 
1990s set the stage for further studies on voluntaristics in Japan. Scholarly at-
tention to nonprofits and voluntary action is today reflected in an increasing 
number of related courses taught in higher education. Interest in voluntaris-
tics is much higher among undergraduate and graduate students today. The 
four authors of this article, scattered across Japan, teach undergraduate and 
graduate courses closely related to voluntaristics in their respective universi-
ties in Japan. Research on voluntaristics indeed has taken root in Japan, espe-
cially since 2000.

3 Overview of the Nonprofit Sector

In 1991, the Dutch journalist Karel van Wolferen wrote in the New York Times 
that “ ‘Civil society’—the part of the body politic outside the active govern-
ment and power system—is virtually unknown in Japan” (Wolferen, 1991). 
While others do not write as extremely as Wolferen, it appears that most schol-
ars agree that civil society in Japan is smaller and weaker than nonprofit sector 
phenomena in many Western contexts.

Explorations to systematically understand the nonprofit sector in Japan 
began in 1990 as part of The Johns Hopkins Comparative Non-Profit Research 
Project. Following the first working paper (Amenomori, 1993), papers by 
Amenomori (1997a, 1997b), and Yamamoto (1998) were published. The project 
set the stage for further exploration of civil society and the nonprofit sector  
in Japan.

The dominant view in studies that followed tended to capture the sector 
in a dichotomous manner. For example, Yamauchi et al. (1999) characterized 
the Japanese nonprofit sector as bifurcated. The sector consists of legally well-
defined, well-recognized nonprofit corporations and grassroots groups. While 
the size of the former is fairly large, supervised under the central and local 
governments with strong discretionary power, while the latter has a fragile 
revenue structure. Osborne (2003) presented a similar view where the sector 
consists of “older, more institutionalized” organizations “heavily incorporated 
into the state” and “newer ‘grassroots’ ” groups that are “very much the prod-
uct of local communities and are independent from the government” (p. 8). 
Pekkanen (2006) also captured Japanese civil society with a dualistic perspec-
tive, but with more focus on its functions. For Pekkanen, Japan has a “dual civil 
society,” which consists of many small groups that organize the people at the 
local level to serve public service, and a few large professionalized groups that 
shape public debates and influence public policy.
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Studies have tried to explain why this is so. The conventional explanation 
has been the political institutional argument that the state had a considerable 
effect on the shape and scope of civil society (Pekkanen, 2006). Studies argue 
that the legal framework, funding, and regulations affected how civil society in 
Japan emerged and expanded, and that most of such legal political contexts 
were unfavorable for the sector (Kawashima, 2001). In some cases, the govern-
ment had used civil society organizations for their purposes, by contracting 
out public services to these organizations (Tanaka, 2006).

Others take on a more positive view and highlight advancement of civil 
society in Japan. Documentation of history is one example, as represented in 
Imada (2006) and Osaka Voluntary Action Center Research for Voluntarism 
Institute et al. (2014). The latter is a chronological chart from the Meiji era cov-
ering 140 years. Kage (2011) also looked into the history and argued for the ef-
fect of prewar structures of participation and mobilization during the World 
War II on civil society in Japan. Reimann (2010) focused on the advantages of 
late-comers, arguing that political globalization and activism from “above” the 
state had tremendous effect on the emergence of international NGOs in Japan. 
It was the international political opportunities, international norms and so-
cialization of the state, and transnational diffusion of ideas among activists 
that led to recent rise of NGOs in Japan.

Today, efforts are being made to take a closer look at the nonprofit sector 
and civil society in Japan. A wide range of studies has attempted to capture 
the size and scope of the voluntary sector with multiple approaches. Below, we 
highlight four approaches that take different viewpoints: the organizational 
approach, economic approach, workforce approach, and charitable giving 
approach.

a Organizational Approach
One of the conventional ways to capture the Japanese civil society has been 
to focus on different types of organizations that comprise the sector. This is 
often done by looking at organizations with different legal categories. Table 
1 presents a comprehensive list of available legal categories in Japan, along 
with underlying legislation, permitting standards, and granted tax treatments. 
Categories often studied in nonprofit sector research include: general incorpo-
rated foundations/associations, and specified nonprofit corporations. As shown 
in the table, governing laws for organizations in these categories were enact-
ed in the late 1990s and thereafter. The NPOs involved tend to be nonprofit 
associations, “a relatively formally structured nonprofit group that depends 
mainly on volunteer members for participation and activity and that primarily 
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seeks member benefits, even if it may also see some public benefits” (Smith, 
Stebbins, & Dover, 2006, p. 23).

On the other hand, the history of nonprofit agencies in Japan is quite long. 
These refer to “nonprofit organization providing a public benefit. Such agen-
cies usually operate with paid staff, though some are small, volunteer-run non-
profit groups. Generally speaking, then, the nonprofit agency relies on staff 
to accomplish its goals rather than members of service program volunteers” 
(ibid., p. 155). In Japan, legislation underpinning social welfare corporations, 
medical corporations, religious corporations, incorporated education institutions 
were enacted as long ago as 1950. Legal underpinnings for public interest in-
corporated foundations/associations were originally adopted in 1896 and en-
acted in 1898, and have recently undergone a drastic legal reform in 2008. The 
reform aimed to facilitate and develop societies of mutual assistance, where 
government and civil society closely work together (see Section 4, 5 and 7 of 
this article).

Another important part of the Japanese civil society is grassroots associa-
tions that operate without legal status. Key organizations in this category are 
neighborhood associations (chōnaikai or chōkai) and community associa-
tions/residents’ associations or community associations (jichikai). The Local 
Autonomy Act (Act No. 67 of 1947, chihō jichitai hō) legally prescribes these 
organizations as “local community organizations (chien ni yoru dantai)” in 
Article 260–2, paragraph 1. They are defined as organizations comprised of 
people sharing a residential community, coming together for activities and 
communication at local level such as managing space, cleaning the commu-
nity, and organizing local festivals.

As of 2015, the total number of “local community organizations” as de-
fined by the Local Autonomy Act is 298,700 (Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communication, 2015). The figure increased by 4,341 in 2008 (Tsujinaka et al., 
2009). The most recent statistic shows that Japan has an average of 2.4 grass-
roots associations per 1,000 people. The figure varies from 0.7 associations in 
Tokyo Prefecture (population density: 6,169 people per km2) to 9.6 in Shimane 
Prefecture (104 people per km2). The variations at prefectural level do not de-
pend only on population density, as Okayama Prefecture has 5.8 associations 
per 1,000 people (270 people per km2) and Gunma Prefecture has 1.5 associa-
tions per 1,000 people (310 per km2).

While the organizational approach provides a big picture of the nonprofit 
sector in Japan, there are several shortcomings. First of all, there is the diffi-
culty of collecting information. Numbers of organizations are stated by differ-
ent authorities and reports, usually depending on administrative bodies. Also 
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Table 1 Legal Categories for Voluntary Organizations in Japan

Legal categories in English In Japanese  Year of
Enactment

Governing law Administrating body
(National)

(Local) Extant
groups

As  of
Deemed

donation*1
Tax  deduction
for donations

Public Interest Incorporated
Foundation

Public interest
approval (Kōeki nintei)

(Kōeki nintei)

Cabinet office Prefecture 5,320 2016/10/29

Public Interest Incorporated
Association

Public interest
approval

Cabinet office Prefecture 4,153 2016/10/29

General Incorporated
Foundation

Registration –

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

(Tōki)

(Tōki)

6,687 2016/10/29

General Incorporated
Association

Registration 40,281 2016/10/29

Specified Nonprofit
Corporation

1998 Certification (Ninshō)
Prefecture,

City designated by
cabinet order

Prefecture,
City designated by

cabinet order

Prefecture,
City designated by

cabinet order

51,197 2016/8/31 No No

Approved Specified
Nonprofit Corporation

2001 Approval (Nintei)

(Nintei)

(795) 2016/10/21

Pre-approved Specified
Nonprofit Corporation

2001 Approval (154) 2016/10/21 No Yes

Social Welfare Corporation 1951 Social Welfare Act Permission (Ninka)

(Ninka)

(Ninka)

(Ninka)

Ministry  of Health,
Labor and Welfare

Prefecture, City 2016/10/29

Medical Corporation 1950 Medical Care Act Permission
Ministry  of Health,
Labor and Welfare

(up to 2019/3/1)
Prefecture 2016/3/31 No No

NoReligious Corporation 1951 Religious Corporations
Act

Certification (Ninshō)

Ministry  of
Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and

Technology

Ministry  of
Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and

Technology

Prefecture 2014/12/32

Incorporated Educational
Institution

1950 Private Schools Act Prefecture 2015/5/1

Approved Territorial
Assembly

Kōeki zaidan hōjin

Kōeki shadan hōjin

Ippan zaidan hōjin 

Ippan shadan hōjin 

NPO hōjin
(Tokutei hieiri katsudō hōjin)

Nintei NPO hōjin

Tokurei nintei NPO hōjin
(Renamed from Karinintei
NPO hōjin in 2016)

Shakai  fukushi hōjin

Iryō hōjin

Shukyo hōjin

Gakkou hōjin

Ninka chien dantai 1991 Local Autonomy Act
260 (2)

Permission

Permission

Local government 2013/4/1

Yes Yes

Yes Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes Yes

Yes* 2 Yes* 2

No No

181,810

20,727

16,381

Note: *1 Deemed donations mean corporations are allowed to get certain amount of tax write-offs based on tax laws.
*2 Donation tax deduction for Approved Territorial Assembly is not clear stated in the law. However, the Law 260 (2) line 16 states that this association is recognized similarly as Public Interest Incorporated organizations.
*3 This list shows a part of incorporated nonprofit organizations, and there are some exceptional cases for deemed donations and donation tax deductions other than this list.
Source: Ministry of Finance, Government of Japan (n.d.), Pekkanen and Simon (2003), and other administrative official materials.

44,008

51,958

2008
Three PIC Acts

(Law Nos. 48-50 in
2006)

Act on Promotion of
Specified Non-profit

Activities

Permitting standard

Note: *1 Deemed donations mean corporations are allowed to get certain amount of tax write-offs based on tax laws.
*2 Donation tax deduction for Approved Territorial Assembly is not clear stated in the law. However, the Law 260 (2) line 16 states that this association is recognized similarly as Public Interest Incorporated 
organizations.
*3 This list shows a part of incorporated nonprofit organizations, and there are some exceptional cases for deemed donations and donation tax deductions other than this list.
Source: Ministry of Finance, Government of Japan (n.d.), Pekkanen and Simon (2003),  and other administrative official materials.
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Legal categories in English In Japanese  Year of
Enactment

Governing law Administrating body
(National)

(Local) Extant
groups

As  of
Deemed

donation*1
Tax  deduction
for donations

Public Interest Incorporated
Foundation

Public interest
approval (Kōeki nintei)

(Kōeki nintei)

Cabinet office Prefecture 5,320 2016/10/29

Public Interest Incorporated
Association

Public interest
approval

Cabinet office Prefecture 4,153 2016/10/29

General Incorporated
Foundation

Registration –

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

(Tōki)

(Tōki)

6,687 2016/10/29

General Incorporated
Association

Registration 40,281 2016/10/29

Specified Nonprofit
Corporation

1998 Certification (Ninshō)
Prefecture,

City designated by
cabinet order

Prefecture,
City designated by

cabinet order

Prefecture,
City designated by

cabinet order

51,197 2016/8/31 No No

Approved Specified
Nonprofit Corporation

2001 Approval (Nintei)

(Nintei)

(795) 2016/10/21

Pre-approved Specified
Nonprofit Corporation

2001 Approval (154) 2016/10/21 No Yes

Social Welfare Corporation 1951 Social Welfare Act Permission (Ninka)

(Ninka)

(Ninka)

(Ninka)

Ministry  of Health,
Labor and Welfare

Prefecture, City 2016/10/29

Medical Corporation 1950 Medical Care Act Permission
Ministry  of Health,
Labor and Welfare

(up to 2019/3/1)
Prefecture 2016/3/31 No No

NoReligious Corporation 1951 Religious Corporations
Act

Certification (Ninshō)

Ministry  of
Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and

Technology

Ministry  of
Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and

Technology

Prefecture 2014/12/32

Incorporated Educational
Institution

1950 Private Schools Act Prefecture 2015/5/1

Approved Territorial
Assembly

Kōeki zaidan hōjin

Kōeki shadan hōjin

Ippan zaidan hōjin 

Ippan shadan hōjin 

NPO hōjin
(Tokutei hieiri katsudō hōjin)

Nintei NPO hōjin

Tokurei nintei NPO hōjin
(Renamed from Karinintei
NPO hōjin in 2016)

Shakai  fukushi hōjin

Iryō hōjin

Shukyo hōjin

Gakkou hōjin

Ninka chien dantai 1991 Local Autonomy Act
260 (2)

Permission

Permission

Local government 2013/4/1

Yes Yes

Yes Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes Yes

Yes* 2 Yes* 2

No No

181,810

20,727

16,381

Note: *1 Deemed donations mean corporations are allowed to get certain amount of tax write-offs based on tax laws.
*2 Donation tax deduction for Approved Territorial Assembly is not clear stated in the law. However, the Law 260 (2) line 16 states that this association is recognized similarly as Public Interest Incorporated organizations.
*3 This list shows a part of incorporated nonprofit organizations, and there are some exceptional cases for deemed donations and donation tax deductions other than this list.
Source: Ministry of Finance, Government of Japan (n.d.), Pekkanen and Simon (2003), and other administrative official materials.

44,008

51,958

2008
Three PIC Acts

(Law Nos. 48-50 in
2006)

Act on Promotion of
Specified Non-profit

Activities

Permitting standard

Note: *1 Deemed donations mean corporations are allowed to get certain amount of tax write-offs based on tax laws.
*2 Donation tax deduction for Approved Territorial Assembly is not clear stated in the law. However, the Law 260 (2) line 16 states that this association is recognized similarly as Public Interest Incorporated 
organizations.
*3 This list shows a part of incorporated nonprofit organizations, and there are some exceptional cases for deemed donations and donation tax deductions other than this list.
Source: Ministry of Finance, Government of Japan (n.d.), Pekkanen and Simon (2003),  and other administrative official materials.
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available are databases of voluntary organizations, each covering different set 
of organizations. The Cabinet Office provides an open access database called 
Specified Nonprofit Corporation Portal Site (https://www.npo-homepage.go.jp/
npoportal/). The Japan NPO Center also provides an online database of speci-
fied nonprofit corporations called NPO hiroba (https://www.npo-hiroba.or.jp/). 
This database updates its data as new organizations register with administra-
tive ministries. Non-Profit Organizations Database System (NOPODAS) (http://
nopodas.com/) is a database on public interest corporations, and CANPAN 
Fields of CANPAN Center (http://fields.canpan.info/organization/) covers di-
verse types of voluntary organizations. The latter is supported by the Japan 
Foundation. The second shortcoming of the organizations approach is that it 
cannot capture smaller grassroots organizations that operate without legal sta-
tus, nor social movement organizations that are often loosely connected.

b Economic Approach
Another way to capture the size and prominence of the nonprofit sector in 
a society is to look at how much it accounts for within the economy. As an 
earlier attempt by Yamauchi et al. (1999) reported that the sector is a USD 214 
billion industry. This accounted for 4.5% of the country’s gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP). More recently, the Economic and Social Research Institute (2009) 
estimated the economic production of Japanese NPOs as about 4.9% of GDP 
annually.

More recent attempts using the economic approach to capture the sec-
tor include the use of NPISHs or Non-profit institutions serving households 
(Yamauchi, 2016). The Economic Statistics Branch of the United Nations 
Statistics Division (UNSD) provides statistics of National Accounts aggregates 
of all UN Members States and other territories in the world. This System of 
National Accounts (SNA) was developed to comprehend and compare the de-
velopment of economic accounts of member countries (United Nations, 2003). 
These SNA satellite accounts include non-profit institutions serving house-
holds (NPISHs) data. The final consumption expenditure of NPISHs consists 
of the expenditure incurred by resident NPISHs on individual consumption 
goods and services. While SNA does not provide a comprehensive picture of 
nonprofit institutions, it does show how nonprofit institutions share its activi-
ties and allocate its expenditures associated with other sectors. These data can 
be employed as the indirect indicator that reflects the size and scale of the 
nonprofit sector of respective countries. Figures 1 and 2 present the trend of 
NPISHs data. Production of Japanese nonprofits increased from 1% in 1994 to 
1.4% in 2016. There are discussions on its limitation as a comparative index 
to capture the nonprofit sector at national level (Tsujinaka & Mori, 2010; 
Yamauchi & Matsunaga, 2004).
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Figure 1 Final consumption expenditure of NPISHs in Japan.
Source: Nakajima (2016), using data from the Cabinet Office, 
Government of Japan.

Figure 2 Compensation of employees in final consumption expenditure of NPISHs in Japan.
Source: Nakajima (2016) using data from the Cabinet Office, Government 
of Japan.
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An economic grasp of the nonprofit sector in Japan shows that it is a sizable 
sector. Given its importance in the Japanese economy, the sector simply can-
not be ignored.

c Workforce Approach
Ever since the enactment of the NPO Law in 1998, the number of specified non-
profit corporations (also known as nonprofit corporations) has been increas-
ing every year. As of April 2017, there are over 51,000 nonprofit corporations. In 
2004, when around 15,000 of them had been certified, the Japan Institute for 
Labor Policy and Training estimated that over 100,000 paid employees work for 
specified nonprofit corporations ( JILPT, 2004). Conventionally, the labor mar-
ket for the nonprofit sector has been considered to be different from that of 
the private sector. The key to understanding nonprofit organizations as a place 
to work is to examine the demography of those employed, the way they work, 
and differences from private firms.

This section reviews diverse facets of employment issues in the nonprofit 
sector. We shed light particularly on specified nonprofit corporations which 
many people regard as the most typical “nonprofit organizations,” given the 
social value of their production. We review the current state as well as trends 
of recent research.

i Nonprofits as Places of Work
Expectations for specified nonprofit corporations as new places to work other 
than private firms (as well as conventional nonprofit organizations, such as 
schools, religious corporations, social welfare corporations) heightened dur-
ing the 2000s. This was a time when people strongly became aware of urgent 
social and economic issues in Japan, such as the decline of population and 
the decline of and low economic development. Those in Japan referred to the 
nonprofit sectors in the United States and some European countries that had 
attracted people to work, and began to regard the emerging nonprofit sector 
as a potential place to work. However, survey results on specified nonprofit cor-
porations at the time presented a reality quite the contrary to such expecta-
tions. For example, a survey conducted by the Japan Institute for Labour Policy 
and Training ( JILPT) in 2004 revealed that salary of full time staff of specified 
nonprofit corporation was no different from “hourly wage” of a private firm in 
general. The survey also showed high percentage of volunteers as well as high 
percentage of irregular employees even among paid staff. The study argued 
that specified nonprofit corporations are similar to small businesses when com-
pared to companies in general ( JILPT, 2004). Revealed was the vulnerability of 
employment base among nonprofit corporations.
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With the growth of specified nonprofit corporations, the employment base 
is beginning to change. Another quantitative survey on working situations 
of paid staff and volunteers in specified nonprofit corporation across Japan, 
conducted by JILPT in 2015, revealed the recent state of employment among 
specified nonprofit corporation. There was an increase in the number of staff 
employed at specified nonprofit corporation, and the average of total number 
of staff in an organization was approximately 45, where 20% of them were 
paid staff ( JILPT, 2015). The figure had almost doubled from ten years ago. The 
threshold for specified nonprofit corporation to employ paid staff was an annual 
income of 5 million Japanese Yen, and an increase of one “regular employee” 
led to an increase of annual income by 10 million Yen.

Second, one characteristic in the demography of specified nonprofit corpora-
tions staff is the large number of those in middle age and elderly. Retirees work 
in about half of specified nonprofit corporations. They tend to be male, and the 
average age of beginning to work with nonprofits was 53. This may indicate 
that retirees aim to work as volunteers. On the other hand, paid staff such as 
“regular employees” and “irregular employees” tend to be female, beginning 
their work at a younger age.

Third, the average annual salary of “regular employees” in specified nonprofit 
corporations was considerably lower than those of the general labor market. 
However, salaries have increased when compared with data from ten years 
ago. In particular, their salaries tend to rise as the financial size of specified 
nonprofit corporations expand. On the other hand, hourly wages of “irregular 
employees” are no different from that of the market in general.

Fourth, recruiting personnel is an urgent issue among specified nonprofit 
corporations. Studies have found that organizations already with paid staff are 
looking to increase the number of such staff. Young manpower is wanted re-
gardless of organizational size, and “searching for and nurturing successors” is 
a challenge in thinking about human resources for the future.

The number of specified nonprofit corporations have grown considerably in 
the past ten years, and are gradually expanding as places to work. At the same 
time, employment environments and their quality have improved. Nonetheless, 
the sector is in the process of developing. Mobility or career crossover between 
the private sector and specified nonprofit corporation—observed frequently in 
the United States and European societies—is still limited in Japan.

 Research on Nonprofits and Employment
There are limited studies analyzing the employment environment and work-
ing situations of specified nonprofit corporations as well as other types of non-
profit organizations in Japan. Its theoretical position and analytic framework 
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are vague. However, in recent years, researchers are beginning to study em-
ployment and work. A series of research outcomes based on aforementioned 
survey of JILPT in 2015 have been published (JILPT, 2016). First, Yamauchi 
(2016) estimated the scale of labor market of specified nonprofit corporations. 
While the number of organizations in this legal category outweighs incorpo-
rated educational institutions, social welfare corporations, and public interest 
corporations, the study considers specified nonprofit corporations as one sec-
tor and attempts to capture its labor market size. Estimations are made using 
number of paid staff, their salaries, and the number of corporations, as well 
as proxy variables on volunteers. The result estimated an added value of 892.1 
billion Japanese Yen, generated by paid staff and volunteers of specified non-
profit corporations. This is larger than the economic scale of “mobile telecom-
munication industry” or “damage insurance industry” in Japan, implying the 
economic presence of the nonprofit sector in the society.

One major concern in understanding employment is to think about why the 
number of paid staff working in specified nonprofit corporations increases. Ono 
(2016) explored factors that determine the number of paid staff. The results 
showed that increase of paid staff is observed in regions with small population, 
and that there are more irregular employees in regions with high market wage. 
The number of paid employees tends to be high when the specified nonprofit 
corporation is a recipient of subsidies from or under contract with the local 
government. Ono (2016) argues that while the wage level of the entire specified 
nonprofit corporation remains lower than the private sector, general wages may 
be close to nonprofit wages in regions with low market wages, and therefore 
people may choose nonprofits as a place to work.

Ma (2016) analyzed the wage structure of specified nonprofit corporations. 
In general, years of continuous employment affect the wage function of per-
manent employees in a company. However, this study found that there is no 
statistically significant relationship between years of employment and wage. 
On the other hand, the study examined the impact of age and gender on wage. 
Salaries are higher when age of an employee is higher, and if this employee 
is a male. Ma argues that while the wage profile tends to be males and regu-
lar employees, the gender gap in wages is much smaller than that of private 
companies.

What factors influence people to decide whether to continue to work with 
nonprofit organizations? In case of private sector, wage is often the biggest fac-
tor to leave or to change workplace. However, as mentioned above, the wage 
factor does not intervene in the case of nonprofit organizations. Even for paid 
staff, wage was only one of the many other factors. Whether to continue or 
not depends on factors other than wage. Moriyama (2016) looked into this 
and explored factors that affect continuous activities with specified nonprofit 
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corporations among young generations. The study found that while wage has 
no relationship with whether to continue to work as staff or volunteers, those 
with strong “sympathy to mission/objectives of activities” of the organization 
tend to have stronger willingness to continue. Moriyama proposes that to en-
courage continuous activities among young generations and those in middle 
age, giving a role closely related with the organization’s mission is more impor-
tant than allocating individual tasks.

As we saw, research on nonprofit employment in Japan has made gradual 
but solid progress. Studies that have analyzed differences from the general 
labor market revealed the state of employment of nonprofit staff and volun-
teers, as well as unique employment mechanisms of the nonprofit sector.

 Nonprofit Employment and the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011
The Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 is an important event in analyz-
ing recent employment issues of specified nonprofit corporations in Japan. 
Several nonprofits are engaged in the reconstruction process, and the disas-
ter has had considerable influence on nonprofits’ employment environment. 
Studies have looked into relationships between the disaster and nonprofit  
employment.

Urasaka (2016) sheds light on the change in awareness and the way staff 
of specified nonprofit corporations work before and after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake. The study explores whether an inflow of diverse resources to non-
profit organizations in reconstruction process has caused a structural change 
in employment environment. Specifically, the study conducts factor analysis 
of continuous employment of paid staff in specified nonprofit corporations. 
Analysis found that those with intention to continue to work were younger 
and people directly affected by the disaster. The findings show that both lon-
gitudinal growth and the impact of the disaster may influence the way people 
work and what people think.

Ishida (2016) focused on the relationship between finance and employment 
of specified nonprofit corporations engaged in relief activities in response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake. In most specified nonprofit corporations active 
in disaster-affected regions, annual income expanded for three years after the 
disaster, and the level of employment was higher than the national figure. In 
particular, among organizations that were founded after the disaster, the main 
source of funding was external resources, such as subsidies and grants. Ishida 
pointed out that in past disaster experiences, a considerable amount of funds 
for reconstruction projects flowed into nonprofit organizations in the process 
of disaster reconstruction for a short term, while employment temporarily ex-
panded with such flows of external funding. He points to the risk of unstable 
employment once the organizations face shortages of funds.
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Kotagiri (2016a) also analyzed the impact of implementing disaster relief ac-
tivities on employment in specified nonprofit corporations. The results showed 
that the number of formal staff and volunteers may increase among nonprofits 
engaged in relief activities, while others may experience a declining trend. This 
shows higher mobility of human resources with relief activities, implying the 
impact of influx of external resources triggered by special demand from the 
disaster on nonprofits’ employment environment.

The nonprofit sector in Japan has grown substantially in the past ten 
years. However, we have limited understanding of public awareness and the 
employment environment of people who work in the sector, and how those 
have changed over time. There is an urgent need to discuss the possibility of 
Japanese nonprofit sector developing into something close to American or 
European labor market as well as desirable institutional designs.

ii Volunteers
Another important way to approach the nonprofit sector is to look at volun-
teering. Volunteers, indeed, are an important part of the labor force in the non-
profit sector. In an earlier study, Yamauchi et al. (1999) found that 21.4% of 
Japanese citizens contributed their time to nonprofit organizations. This trans-
lated into 700,000 full-time equivalent (FTE) employees. New data are being 
collected annually by Japan Fundraising Association (2015).

The word “volunteer” is not old, but still young in Japan. Today, the word 
“volunteer” in English has settled as “borantia” in Japanese language, the sound 
of which resembles English. The word “borantia” became popular right after 
January 17, 1995 when the mega-earthquake struck Kobe, one of the major cit-
ies in Japan for the first time after Japan had become modernized. People came 
out to help others in affected areas.

Traditionally, volunteering has had a place in the lives of Japanese people. 
However, people usually do not realize that what they do could be called vol-
unteering. Shakai hōshi, literally translated as social contribution, is one of the 
words used. Until the mid-1990s, an official national survey on social life of 
Japanese citizens—held every five years since 1976—used this term in the 
questionnaire. Today, the terminology has been changed to volunteering be-
havior. The latest survey conducted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communication (MIC) in 2011 revealed that 26.3% of the respondents had 
volunteered during the past twelve months (MIC, 2012). The percentage was 
larger for those between ages 20 and 50, while it was lower for those younger 
than 20 and over 50. Regarding the fields of activities, more Japanese partici-
pated in activities related to disaster recovery and children.

The year 2011 was when the Great East Earthquake brought about severe 
damage in a wide area of northern Japan. The incident brought over four 
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million volunteers, producing around three times more volunteers compared 
to the previous survey in 2006 (ibid.). About 5% of people between 35 and 55 
joined the activities for disaster assistance. The most frequent length of volun-
teering activities was one to four days per year.

As mentioned in the prior section, an increasing number of civic organi-
zations are being founded across Japan with the introduction of a new legal 
status: specified nonprofit corporations and general incorporated foundations/
associations. Organizations that operate under these legal statuses must be-
have as a management agency, therefore being expected to manage their vol-
unteers as well. Practitioners need to learn volunteer management strategies 
for stimulating motivation and recruitment. However, volunteer management 
has not been a popular topic for research in Japan. For example, very few ar-
ticles in the aforementioned The Nonprofit Review, a journal of Japan NPO 
Research Association, focus on this topic to study the Japanese case.

In the context of disaster relief and recovery, nonprofit organizations at the 
site face the urgent need to respond quickly, including volunteer management. 
Specifically, social welfare corporations are often one of the first responders at 
the site, expected by the legal system to take the initiative in setting up vol-
unteer centers. They are expected to accept volunteers coming from outside 
the affected regions, organize them, and to dispatch them to places in need. 
Although the response framework for social welfare corporations and other 
nonprofit organizations has been revised, based on past experience, disaster 
always brings totally unexpected situations. There is a need to study volunteer 
management in individual cases and to propose improvements to prepare for 
the next disaster.

In thinking about the future workforce for the nonprofit sector, raising 
younger generations as volunteers is an important task. According to the Japan 
Society for the Promotion of Science (2015), 34.8% of the universities locat-
ed in Japan have student volunteers. Most universities—among both public 
and private ones—have under 50 student volunteers. Some 7.3% of the uni-
versities have more than 100. Compared to the survey conducted three years 
before, fields of activities have diversified among student volunteers. In addi-
tion, 35.4% of universities in Japan offer courses on volunteering. Education 
on volunteering is also being introduced in primary and secondary education 
(Cabinet Office, 2016a, p. 69; Sato, 2010).

d Charitable Giving Approach
Another approach to understanding the voluntary sector in Japan is to focus 
on financial contributions. While philanthropy and fundraising in Japan have 
a long and rich history (Onishi, 2007; Imada, 2003a, 2003b), such giving is com-
paratively less active than in Western countries (Ouchi, 2004). For example, 
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the total amount of giving in Japan per GDP in 2014 was 0.2%, much smaller 
than the 0.6% of the United Kingdom and 1.5% of the United States (Japan 
Fundraising Association, 2015).

Based on earlier attempts to grasp the scope of “giving market” in Japan 
(Matsubara & Todoroki, 2003), efforts to longitudinally capture the trend of giv-
ing in Japan began in the late 2000s. In 2009, the Japan Fundraising Association 
began conducting an annual survey to understand the scale of donations and 
philanthropy in Japan (Figure 3). The amount of donation in Japan—including 
both individual and corporate—expanded from 1.09 trillion Yen (USD 10.3 bil-
lion) in 2009 to 1.37 trillion Yen (USD 12.95 billion) in 2012 (Japan Fundraising 
Association, 2015).1 While no survey for individual giving was conducted for 
FY2013, the 2014 survey found an estimated 740.9 billion Yen (USD 7 billion). 
Total number of people who made financial contributions was 44.1 million, 
accounting for 43.6% of the Japanese population over age 15, while it was 37.66 
million and 34.0% in 2009 (ibid.).

1   The Japan Fundraising Association (2015) calculated the amount with an average exchange 
rate in 2014 as USD 1 = 105.8 Japanese yen.

Figure 3 Total amount of estimated giving and number of donors in Japan.
Source: Japan Fundraising Association (2015).
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In addition to individual and corporate giving, a total of 312.9 billion yen 
(USD 29.6 billion) was paid as membership fees to voluntary organizations in  
2014 (ibid.).

Japanese philanthropy is strongly fostered by both the public and private 
sectors. When a series of disasters—an earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear acci-
dent—struck northeastern Japan in March 2011, considerable donations were 
collected through a rather unique system called Gienkin. Directly translated 
as “relief money,” this was the main channel people used to give for disaster 
response. A collected Gienkin was equally distributed to those affected by the 
disaster in the form of cash through national and local government. The total 
amount of Gienkin was 361.8 billion Yen (USD 3.42 billion) for the 2011 disaster. 
This was over twice the amount of Gienkin collected and distributed at the 
time of the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake or Kobe Earthquake of 1995—
179.1 billion Yen (USD 1.70 billion) (ibid.).

In 2012, several drastic tax reforms were implemented to further enhance in-
dividual and corporate giving. Donations for authorized specific public interest 
corporations, such as public interest incorporated associations or public interest 
incorporated corporations, and approved specified nonprofit corporations be-
came eligible for deduction from taxable income.2 Additionally, the deduction 
from income tax is allowed for donations to organizations that passed “Public 
Support Test” (PST). The test is proof that the organization is sufficiently sup-
ported by citizens as engaged in activities of public interest.3

However, the effect of tax reforms to date appears to be limited. Surprisingly, 
90.7% of donors did not apply for tax refund and 45.6% didn’t know that they 
can file tax returns for certain type of donations (Cabinet Office, 2017a). The 
governmental assumption that tax returns would be a positive incentive for 
donors did not seem to be accurate. In fact, donors appear to prefer other 
incentives. For example, 51.5% of individuals who made a donation within 
a year looked for “transparency in the use of donation” (Japan Fundraising 
Association, 2015). Some 81.1% of respondents in another survey looked for 
“information on activities that the donations will be used for” (Cabinet Office, 
2017a). Nonprofit organizations and fundraisers must examine what donors 
are looking for and adjust their fundraising strategies (Cabinet Office, 2016c; 
Tatefuku & Iwaki, 2015; Onishi, 2007, 2005).

2   Deduction from taxable income is calculated to amount donated minus 2,000 Yen, with the 
limitation up to 40% of income.

3   Deduction from income tax is calculated to (amount donated minus 2,000 Yen) × 40%, with 
the limitation up to 25% of income tax.
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i Professionalization of Fundraising
To enhance giving in Japan, the Japan Fundraising Association was established 
in 2009 with a vision to create a society where 10 trillion Japanese Yen are given 
“with good intentions” (Japan Fundraising Association, 2016). The founder, 
Masataka Uo, has published a book (2009) and since 2010, the Association has 
hosted annual conferences for practitioners engaged in fundraising. Drastic in-
crease of participants show rising interest, with over 1,400 participants at the 
most recent gathering in March 2017. Among the participants were not only 
managers and staff from the nonprofit sector, but also from for-profit sectors 
and social enterprise. Teachers, students, and researchers also participate in 
these annual conferences.

The Japan Fundraising Association has played a major role in establishing 
“fundraiser” as a profession in Japan. The Association provides both long-term 
and short-term courses and training on fundraising, and certifies those who 
pass an examination as “certified fundraiser” and “associate certified fundrais-
er.” Nearly 1,000 people have received the training and today identify them-
selves as certified fundraisers.

Given the professionalization of fundraisers and fundraising in Japan, a 
group of researchers conducted an original survey in 2016. As part of Research 
Project on Fundraising in Nonprofit Sector, Nakajima (2017) analyzed respons-
es from over 1,700 organizations. Some 29.4% of responding organizations had 
fundraisers, and in 24% of them, representatives of the board played the role 
of fundraiser. This survey shows the struggles that nonprofits in Japan face in 
trying to manage fundraising with limited number of staff while reducing fun-
draising cost. The report also introduces successful fundraising cases utilizing 
strategies on information, social media, and other techniques.

ii Recent Topics
There are a few recent developments in Japan that may further boost chari-
table giving in Japanese society. The first is new legislation favorable to the 
nonprofit sector. In December 2016, the Diet passed new legislation (Law No. 
101 in 2016) that enables the government to utilize money in dormant bank ac-
counts to support nonprofit organizations after January 2019 (Cabinet Office, 
n.d.b). An estimated 50 to 60 billion Japanese yen are in these bank accounts. 
The law opens up the possibility to distribute the money to nonprofit organi-
zations working to serve public interest. These goals may include promoting 
welfare, eradicating poverty among children, supporting youth, and revitaliz-
ing communities. While the key lies in developing a transparent scheme to 
fairly distribute the money, there are rising expectations that this new law will 
enhance funding sources for the nonprofit sector.
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Second, nonprofit practitioners are very much interested in donations 
from death bequests. Several surveys report that senior people in Japan are 
highly interested in philanthropy, donations, and public interest activities 
(Cabinet Office, 2013; Japan Fundraising Association, 2015). 20% of those over 
age 40 are willing to donate by bequest for social activities (Japan Fundraising 
Association, 2011). The Japan Legacy Gift Association was established in 
November 2016 to match people interested in leaving a bequest and nonprofit 
organizations willing to receive the legacy.

The third recent development is a hometown tax payment known as 
Furusato nouzei. Taxpayers may allocate some of their residential taxes to 
other municipalities as donations. The amount is eligible to be deducted from 
taxable income in the same manner as donations made to public incorporate 
corporations. Local governments receiving donations can offer gifts to appre-
ciate and to compensate for the contribution. This system of hometown tax 
payment has attracted much attention from people willing to donate to local 
governments (Japan Fundraising Association, 2015; Nishimura et al., 2017). The 
initial aim of this system was to rebalance tax incomes between governments 
in urban and rural areas. However, because the costs of some gifts were over 
70% of the amount given, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 
released a statement on April 3, 2017 that local governments must not send 
gifts that cost over 30% of the amount of donations.

Crowd-funding is another accelerator for expanding the donation market in 
Japan. Fundraising using crowd-funding websites have been booming in Japan 
since 2009 when “Japan Giving” (formerly called Just Giving, Japan) launched 
the country’s first online crowd-funding service. Just as Kickstarter was rapidly 
accepted by donors in the United States, several online crowd-funding services 
such as Readyfor, CAMPFIRE, and Motion Gallery began intermediary ser-
vices for fundraising (Sato et al., 2016).

The Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 occurred after these new fundrais-
ing movements were established. Donations to support disaster-affected peo-
ple and regions were made, by not only as Gienkin, a cash distribution through 
government, but also as Shienkin, a donation directly given to voluntary orga-
nizations engaged in disaster relief activities. These new initiatives are expect-
ed to encourage giving among individuals and corporations, and to expand the 
donation market in Japan.

e Summary
As reviewed in this section, research has captured the nonprofit sector in Japan 
from multiple perspectives. Our unit of analysis has been quite comprehen-
sive, from organizations, money, and people, to time devoted. It is interesting 
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to note that the drive to capture the big picture of the sector came from ini-
tiatives to compare sectors cross-nationally. Also worth noting is that while 
earlier attempts took the “snapshot” approach and captured the sector at a 
certain point in time, more recent work has taken a longitudinal approach. 
Such development enables both scholars and practitioners of voluntaristics to 
enhance understanding of the state of nonprofit sector in Japan.

4 Political and Legal Changes for Nonprofit Agencies and 
Associations

Nonprofit organizations in Japan have operated under diverse categories, each 
with respective legal regulations, managed by respective ministries (Nakajima, 
2016, 2015; Yamauchi et al., 2010). The number of nonprofit organizations es-
timates over 422,000, covering different types of legal agencies and associa-
tions (Nakajima, 2016). From the perspective of international comparison, 
complexity of nonprofit organizations in Japan have been discussed in detail 
in previous studies (Pekkanen and Simon, 2003; Salamon and Anheier, 1997; 
Amenomori, 1997a).

Because there is no single charitable classification for nonprofit organiza-
tions in Japan, the legal framework is complicated (see Section 3, particularly 
Table 1). Researchers must refer to classifications of legal entities under respec-
tive legal frameworks. A major legal reform took place between 2008 and 2013 
targeting one of the key Japanese nonprofit agencies and associations: public 
interest corporations. The process of this reform demonstrated an important 
change in public policy because the respective law—the first law for private 
nonprofit activities in the history of Japan—had been unchanged since its 
enactment in 1898, a little over 100 years. Reforms included legal institutional 
changes as well as high tax allowance for public interest activities.

This section begins with an overview of recent public policies for the non-
profit sector in Japan, reviewing the background of recent policy objectives. 
The following section will discuss legal reforms for public interest activities, 
with reference to the latest surveys released in the Japanese language.

a Recent Developments
Recent public policies for the Japanese nonprofit sector are explained here 
with two concepts: “New Public Commons” and “Co-assistances” or “Mutual 
Assistance.” Two major factors encouraged the government to facilitate public 
and societal change to foster a co-assistance society: rapid declining birthrate 
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and an aging population. To cope with the changes, the Japanese Government 
has urged building a society not only supported by the public sector, but also 
by people and groups from the private and nonprofit sectors.

The Act on Promotion of Specified Non-profit Activities (also known as 
the NPO Law) was enacted in 1998 to foster the voluntary social activities by 
citizens. As of end of June 2017, there are 51,629 registered specified nonprofit 
corporations in Japan (Cabinet Office, n.d.a., see Figure 4). The NPO Law al-
lows people to establish specified nonprofit corporations only with certification 
(ninshō) by the local government. Furthermore, approved and pre-approved 
specified nonprofit corporations granted approval (nintei) are allowed to have 
a charitable status for donations. This law was established after the Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake or the 1995 Kobe Earthquake, an incident toward 
which voluntary organizations made important contributions for disaster re-
lief. The incident encouraged the government to initiate reconstruction of the 
society under the idea of “New Public Commons.” The NPO Law recognized the 
important role these organizations play in society, and aims to enhance de-
velopment of nonprofit activities. In this section, we first provide an overview 
of the recent political climate surrounding nonprofit organizations in Japan 
today. We also present related data and details for various types of nonprofit 
agencies and associations in Japan.

Figure 4 Trend in number of specified nonprofit corporations.
Note: Statistic for 2017 is as of the end of June. 
Source: Cabinet Office (n.d.a).
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i New Public Commons
In 2009, former Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama made a speech at the Diet 
on the “New Public Commons.” He stated the necessity for the public sector to 
co-work with the private sector to solve social issues. He explained this with 
the idea of new public commons, where people serve each other with a new set 
of values. Bureaucracy is not the only actor to support people, but also indi-
viduals in the local community involved in activities such as education, child-
rearing, community-building, crime and disaster prevention, medical care, 
and welfare. Such efforts ought to be supported by the entire society (Prime 
Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2009).

Naoto Kan became Japan’s next Prime Minister in 2010. Kan also stated the 
importance of building the society under the “New Public Commons” with civil 
society organizations. He noted at his first speech at the Diet that the govern-
ment would support efforts of local people who take action in the spirit of 
mutual aid (Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2010).

Just three months after Kan took office, a large earthquake and tsunami hit 
regions in northeastern Japan on March 11, 2011. Known as the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, the disaster claimed more than 15,000 lives, leaving over 2,500 
still missing as of March 2017 (National Police Agency, 2016, 2017). Just as the 
Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995 encouraged enactment of the NPO 
Law, this unpreceded disaster encouraged speedy changes in public policy for 
Mutual Assistance, leading to reforms of donation tax and other important 
legal reforms.

ii Society of Mutual Assistance
These political developments then shifted to the idea named Society of Mutual 
Assistance under the following Cabinet, led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe from 
the Liberal Democratic Party (Jiyuuminshuto), who took office in December 
2012. In April 2013, Abe launched the Council for Promotion of the Society 
of Mutual Assistance under the Cabinet Office (Cabinet Office, 2015a). In re-
sponse to urgent social issues, such as rapidly aging society, declining popula-
tion, welfare and medical support, and disaster assistance, the Council called 
for Society of Mutual Assistance. This was defined as “society built up by all, 
where new ‘ties’ are established, while various values and wills of individu-
als are respected” (Council for Promotion of the Society of Mutual Assistance, 
2015). The Council had three political purposes: 1) creating networks for mu-
tual assistance activities in local communities, 2) vitalizing local communi-
ties with regional financial institutions, enterprises and other entities, and 3) 
promoting volunteer activities, donations, and flow of funds in the community 
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(Cabinet Office, 2015b. Proposed paths to realize these three are described in 
Table 2, Section 7b).

Former cabinets led by Prime Minister Hatoyama and Kan were under the 
power of Democratic Party (former Minshuto, renamed to Minshinto in 2016). 
Even after the change in administration, the Japanese Government continued 
the national effort to build society of the mutual assistance. The Council for 
Promotion of the Society of Mutual Assistance (2015) under the Cabinet Office 
requests eight specific categories of actors to be in charge.4

b State of Nonprofit Agencies and Associations
i Legal Reform for Public Interest Corporations (PICs)
One of the major institutional legal reforms in recent years for public interest 
incorporations and associations under the Public Interest Corporations (PICs) 
standards took place in 2006. Legislatures related to public interest corporations 
were drastically reformed in December 2008, since the original law enacted in 
1898 (Civil Code or Minpo). Three new laws were enacted in 2006, and put into 
effect in 2008 (Law Nos. 48–50 of 2006, called the three PICs Acts).

The three Acts for new PICs are: 1) Act for “General Corporations” (Act on 
General Incorporated Associations and General Incorporated Associations, 
Act No. 48 of 2006) stipulating establishment and governance of General Cor-
porations; 2) Act on Authorization of “Public Interest Corporations” (Act on 
Authorization of Public Interest Incorporated Associations and Public Interest 
Incorporated Foundations, Act No. 49 of 2006) stipulating criteria and require-
ments for both authorization and regulation of public interest corporations,; 
and 3) Act on “Transition” (Act on Concerning Special Measures for Enforce-
ment, Act No. 50 of 2006) stipulating procedures for transition from former 
system for civil code corporations to the new system (Public Interest Commis-
sion, n.d.; Deguchi, 2016). These acts came to be called the “Three PICs Acts.”

This reform aims to promote public interest activities by the private sector. 
The original law allowed these public interest corporations to be established 
with permission (kyoka) from respective ministries granted with the power 
to make administrative decisions. This system has been criticized to restrict 
the autonomy of civil society without clear permission standards (Pekkanen, 
2006). The new PICs system disaggregates the former system of one category 
of public interest corporation into four different corporations and 23 kinds of 

4   They are: 1) local residents, 2) community-based organizations, 3) nonprofit organizations, 
etc., 4) companies, 5) social enterprises, 6) regional financial institutions, 7) educational 
institutions, and 8) governments.
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public interest activities. Abolishing the system of permission from ministries, 
this reform is believed to bring about a more favorable environment for the 
nonprofit sector.

ii New Corporations for PICs Standards
Corporations today are classified into four types. General corporations, named 
general incorporated associations and general incorporated foundations, may 
be founded by registration only (see Table 1). To become public interest in-
corporated associations or public interest incorporated foundations, organiza-
tions must acquire Kōeki nintei, an authorization process by the Public Interest 
Commission, in addition to meeting the PICs standards. The Commission is 
organized at the level of local government and its members are widely solic-
ited from experts of activities related to public interest.

Members of corporations usually refer to those who make annual payments. 
Members join the general meeting for associations, or the board of council-
ors for foundations to elect board of directors and auditors (Public Interest 
Commission, n.d.). The Act on Authorization of Public Interest Incorporated 
Associations and Public Interest Incorporated Foundations (Act No. 49 of 
2006) states the standards for authorization of public interest corporations (line 
5). This line mainly stipulates two important standards for its public interest 
and ability of governance. For example, whether the organization’s principal 
objective is to operate the business for public interest purposes (line 5, no. 1), 
and whether the organization has an accounting base and technical capability 
necessary to operate the business for public interest purposes (line 5, no. 2).

Public interest corporations must pass a “Public Support Test” (PST) that 
determine whether the organization has gained social support. Organizations 
that pass the test may enjoy high tax incentives under the PICs standards. 
These corporations must have adequate ability on institutional management 
such as governance, auditing for finance transparency, and ethics for public 
interest activities.5

Former corporations permitted under the Civil Code were mandated by 
law to apply within transition period of five years, given that the new PICs 
Acts were enacted between December 1, 2000 and November 30, 2013. All 

5    PST requires the corporations to fulfill one of the following two conditions. First, the corpora-
tion must have received an annual average of donations worth 3,000 Yen or more from over 
100 people in five years. Second, the total amount of donations that the corporation receives 
must account for 20% or more of its total annual revenue. The first condition was moder-
ated by the tax reform of 2016 for corporations whose annual expenditure for public interest 
activities were less than 100 million Yen.
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corporations were required to submit the application to either become new 
general incorporated corporations or public interest corporations. If the applica-
tion did not meet the deadline, such corporations would be by law deemed to 
be dissolved (Public Interest Commission, n.d.).

A total of 24,317 corporations permitted for establishment by the former sys-
tem under Civil Code were transformed into new corporations on December 
1, 2000. The number has changed since then to reach 20,680 by the end of 2015 
(see Figure 5), while 3,637 have dissolved. Once the transition period termi-
nated, the number of public interest corporations increased drastically.

iii Recent Tax Reform
Tax reform also took place along with changes in political and legal contexts. 
Tax treatments differ by legal categories of nonprofit agencies and associations.

Public interest incorporated associations and public interest incorporated 
foundations are allowed the highest tax treatment. In addition to categories de-
scribed in Table 1, authorized public interest activities and activities legally rec-
ognized as public interest are also tax-exempt even if incomes come from the 

Figure 5 Number of public interest corporations and general corporations as of April 1, 2016.
Source: Cabinet Office, Government of Japan (2016b).
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34 specified for-profit activities stated in the corporation income tax law. Other 
corporations, such as approved specified nonprofit corporations in the category 
of specified nonprofit corporations are taxable in case they have incomes from 
the stated 34 specified for-profit activities. Deemed donations mean corpora-
tions are allowed to get a certain amount of tax write-offs based on tax laws. 
Public interest corporations may write off the amount larger than either 50% 
of income, or the amount necessary for public interest activities (Cabinet 
Office, n.d.a).

General incorporated foundations and general incorporated associations are 
new corporation types based on the three PIC Acts (Law Nos. 48–50 in 2006), 
enacted in 2008. All corporations were required to submit applications either 
to become a new general incorporated corporation or a public interest corpo-
ration. Otherwise they would be dissolved (Public Interest Commission, n.d.).

New corporations—general incorporated foundations or general incorporat-
ed associations—have two types of taxable treatments. Those recognized as a 
“type of nonprofit” are allowed partial tax exemption.

5 Collaborations: Nonprofits, Governments, and Businesses

Since the late 1990s, governmental bodies in Japan, particularly at the local level, 
have been active in establishing collaborative relationships with businesses 

Figure 6 Number of public interest corporations (2008–15).
Source: Cabinet Office, Government of Japan (2015c).
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and nonprofit agencies. Most local governments have been keen to contract 
their services out to businesses and nonprofits. In response to financial crises, 
some local governments have used this to reduce the cost of social services. In 
contrast, other local governments have engaged in collaborations with busi-
nesses and nonprofits with the aim of introducing a participatory and demo-
cratic type of governance. Under such collaborations, local governments tend 
to recognize businesses and nonprofits as inter-dependent and equal partners 
in dealing with social problems, improving the quality of public services, and 
encouraging community involvement (Tsukamoto and Nishimura, 2006).

This phenomenon is characterized as the era of collaboration and part-
nership. These collaborations marshal talent and resources from previously 
unconnected sources and can define and implement creative solutions to 
complex social problems (Dorado et al., 2009). In particular, cross-sector col-
laborations have become more important in public governance in dealing 
with diverse social problems. There is a need to comprehend the mechanism 
of such collaborations.

Research on cross-sector collaboration in Japan may be characterized by its 
diversity of disciplines and fragmentation of theoretical frameworks (Kotagiri, 
2014b). For example, we lack clear, standardized definitions of terminologies 
such as partnerships, co-productions, and collaborations. The literature on 
cross-sector collaboration faces conceptual and methodological challenges. 
Recent research, however, has converged on three theoretical perspectives 
studying differences in collaborations: collaborative process development, 
evaluation of contract culture, and definition of nonprofit–business relations. 
This section reviews these three issues and provides an overview of cross-sec-
tor collaborations in Japan.

a Collaborative Process Development
Collaboration is “a process through which parties who see different aspects 
of a problem can constructively explore their differences and search for so-
lutions that go beyond their own limited vision of what is possible” (Gray, 
1989). In this context, the process is an important aspect of collaborations. 
The collaborative processes have attracted attention from scholars in multi-
ple disciplines, including political science, public administration, and public 
management. Kojima and Hiramoto (2011) is one of the few examples. This 
study developed the “collaborative windows model,” in which the collabora-
tive activists move toward a multi-stakeholder solution to a problem due to 
a combination of common issues, policy initiatives, organization drivers, and 
external social/economic/political factors. In this model, promoting functions 
of a collaborative system are epitomized in the concept “collaborative activist.” 
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Similarly, Inou (2010) introduced a concept called “public domain” to analyze 
and transact the situation of public administration, which should be created 
by cross-boundary collaboration. The collaboration theory shows that an ad-
ministrative organization is the core sector in public domain, and its growth 
process can be developed through three periods if the organization of “public 
domain” functions effectively. The three periods of transition points are: for-
mative period, growth deepening period, and advanced trustworthy period.

Takebata (2011) placed more emphasis on the formation process of collabo-
ration. This case study analyzes the nonprofit organization’s advocacy function 
in the psychiatric field. The case reveals the following three points. First, the 
“collaborative project” of local government and nonprofits is institutionalized, 
based on one plan proposal of nonprofits, and the process itself was a manifes-
tation of accountability of this nonprofit. Second, institutionalization of one 
local advocacy function brought a certain amount of improvement to policy 
and practice of that field at the prefecture level. Third, it is necessary for ad-
vocacy nonprofits to achieve accountability for the significance of the institu-
tional result, not only to the local government commissioning the project, but 
also to politicians and citizens in general.

These approaches highlight the importance of process to the nature of col-
laborations. The approach facilitates our understanding of the structure of 
collaborations.

b Evaluation of the Contract Culture
The past two decades have seen a proliferation of cross-sector collaborations 
in Japan. Nonetheless, most collaborations are implemented in the form of 
contracts, the frameworks of which are established with the top-down ap-
proaches of local governments. Nonprofits are embedded in such a contractual 
regime, and are more and more reliant on government funding. For example, 
Ushiro (2015) pointed out that the dependency of nonprofits on government 
funding has increased remarkably. This Japanese third-sector survey, conduct-
ed as part of a project at Research Institute of Economy, Trade, and Industry 
(RIETI) revealed that 75.5% of the total income of civil society organizations 
comes from government contracts and grants, 7.8% from business contracts 
and grants, and 16.6% from other sources (Percentage do not equal 100% due 
to rounding). Compared to results of the previous survey conducted in 2012, 
government funding as a source of income had increased by 14.5 percentage 
points in just two years.

Tsukamoto and Nishimura (2006) noted that the advent of the “contract 
culture” ’ has had a direct impact upon relationships between nonprofit orga-
nizations and government bodies in Japan. Morris (1999) explained the term 

VRBR_002_03_Okada et al_journal_1-68.indd   32 9/11/17   2:23:55 PM



 33The State of Nonprofit Sector Research in Japan

Voluntaristics Review 2.3 (2017) 1–68

contract culture: “The increased amount of service provision by charities, to-
gether with the shift from grant-aid to contract payment, has prompted the 
emergence of the so-called ‘contract culture’ ” (p. 1).

In this context, through supplying public services, nonprofit organizations 
may develop connections with governments, and often face critical situa-
tions concerning autonomy. Kawahara (2010) analyzed the crisis in autonomy 
of nonprofit organizations in such situations. How do they manage to retain 
their autonomy? The study suggested different types of crises in autonomy 
among nonprofit organizations in close connection with local government: 1) 
autonomy crisis in decision-making and 2) crisis over identity and mission of 
nonprofit organizations. Kawahara argued that defining their own identity and 
mission makes it easier for nonprofit organizations to retain their autonomy 
in making decisions in critical situations. Baba (2007) focused on contract cul-
ture, and argued that some Japanese nonprofits are becoming cheap subcon-
tractors for the government, working on the basis of extremely low contract 
fees that the government provides. Based on a case study, the study found that 
contract fees from the government covered only 50 to 70% of the full cost. As 
wage rates are not considered appropriate for the service, some project costs 
were not covered. Overhead costs, necessary to maintain the organization, 
were not included in the government estimates.

On the other hand, Sakamoto (2015) suggested a positive influence of 
contract culture on nonprofits. The study analyzed how nonprofits interact 
with central and local governments by introducing data from a survey of the 
Japanese nonprofit sector. One of the main findings was that the legal status of 
corporation matters, and it could determine organizational capacities and in-
teraction patterns with government. Another key finding was that governmen-
tal support including grants and subsides do not impede the vitality of third 
sector organizations. Instead, it could be beneficial for further development of 
the Japanese nonprofit sector.

Several authors have analyzed contract culture in Japan. What has been 
lacking in most of this work is an examination of the relationship between 
contract culture and the organizational structure of nonprofit organizations. 
Therefore, current studies underway examine whether and how contract cul-
ture influences nonprofits.

c Definition of Nonprofit-Business Relations
Companies in Japan began undertaking corporate philanthropic activities 
in earnest in the 1990s. With increasing interest in corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) during the 2000s, companies began to consider such activi-
ties as one of their management matters. Today, many adopt original and 
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ingenious approaches to a diverse range of initiatives, often conducted from 
the perspective of creating new social value for sustainable development of 
society. The Japan Business Federation (2016) conducted a Survey on Corporate 
Philanthropic Activities targeting Japanese companies and found that total 
expenditure for corporate philanthropic activities amounted to 180.4 billion 
Japanese Yen, and the average expenditure per company has increased for 
three consecutive years.

As these data show, the Japanese business sector is increasing its focus on 
CSR, and the number of collaborations between businesses and nonprofit or-
ganizations has expanded. Yachida and Dohi (2014) discussed three types of 
collaboration between businesses and nonprofits: charity, project support, and 
collaboration. These collaboration types bring about advantages to both en-
terprises and nonprofits, complementing respective insufficiencies. Yokoyama 
(2012) also discussed relationships between companies and nonprofits, the 
significance and issues of corporate philanthropy, and how corporate philan-
thropy relates to the commercial activities of companies.

As these studies show, corporate philanthropy initiated with cooperation 
between companies and nonprofits has a major impact on society. It is a new 
form of collaboration with the potential to stimulate the growth of both busi-
ness and the nonprofit sector.

d Future Research Tasks
Partners from different sectors bring distinctive advantages to a collaborative 
endeavor. Public sector partners, for example, may hold particular mandates 
or powers, which enable them to target “wicked issues.” Private sector part-
ners may possess the ability to maximize value for money and thus deliver 
outcomes at lower cost. Nonprofits are often credited with greater capacity to 
communicate with excluded groups, which could, in turn, enhance the equity 
of service outcomes (Andrews and Entwistle, 2010). In Japan, however, there 
are few studies examining whether these collaborative benefits are actually 
realized. Also, because there is no common understanding of how collabora-
tions should be developed, managed, and/or used, challenges in comprehend-
ing collaborative benefits realization are obvious. These deficiencies call for an 
established theoretical foundation.

6 Social Movements and Advocacy

While they are an important aspect of civil society, social movement organiza-
tions have received limited attention among scholars studying voluntaristics. 
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Social movements and activism have had the tendency to be studied in the 
field of sociology. Nonprofit studies, for example, appear to focus on more 
firmly organized forms of groups and less on loosely connected social move-
ment organizations that dissolve once goals are met. However, scholars in 
voluntaristics are increasing their interest in social movements and advocacy, 
especially with the recent cases of anti-globalism and anti-nuclear activism.

This section first reviews what has been the conventional argument of 
“weak” activism in Japan. We then highlight academic works on social move-
ments and activism conducted on particular social issues. We also present 
emerging scholarly interest in discussions around politics, advocacy, and 
nonprofits.

a “Weak” Activism?
In his 2006 book, Robert Pekkanen characterized Japanese civil society as 
“members without advocates.” He argued that “Japan has a civil society with 
networks of association that support social capital and effective government 
without sustaining a professionalized advocacy community that can contrib-
ute new policy ideas or challenge current policies” (Pekkanen, 2006, p. 159). 
Many scholars agree that activism in Japan is not as strong as in other societies. 
Voluntary organizations appear to be rather reluctant to stand up and speak 
out on social issues, and people seem to have little interest in contentious pol-
itics. As introduced in Yamamoto (2017), only 1.4% of Japanese respondents 
had participated in boycotts, 3.6% in demonstrations, and 3.5% in strikes. The 
percentage of the population with experience of activism is certainly limited 
(Yamada, 2016, using the World Value Survey 2014–16).

That is not to say that activism did/does not exist in Japan. One reason be-
hind the conventional understanding of “weak” activism may be that social 
movements in Japan have not been constantly active, instead going through 
ups and downs. According to Yamamoto (2017), social movements in Japan 
have experienced two peaks. The first peak was in 1960 when protests took 
place over national security concerns. The Socialist Party, Communist Party, 
laborers, students, and citizens fought against revision of the Treaty of Mutual 
Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan. The second 
peak came around 1968–9. Student protests were organized against universi-
ties, the anti-Vietnam movement emerged, and another series of protests on 
national security issues broke out. Other than these peaks, social movements 
in Japan have remained rather quiet.

Violent images produced from social movements at their peak—particu-
larly from student movements in the late 1960s—have led the Japanese people 
to have negative views of activism (Ando, 2013). People tend to have worries 
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about the chaos that social movements may bring about—more so than ex-
pectations to achieve key goals (Yamamoto, 2017).

b Academic Works on Particular Social Issues
Studies on social movements and activism on certain social issues began to be 
published during the 2000s and thereafter. Among the 111 articles published in 
all issues of The Nonprofit Review (see Section 2 for details of this journal), at 
least seven are closely related to social movements and advocacy. It is worth 
noting that six of them were published after 2007.

These studies tend to highlight specific social issues, namely, the environ-
ment, international cooperation, and community development. Environment 
has been the topic of protests and lawsuits since the 1960s. As one conse-
quence of rapid industrialization, Japan began to face serious pollution prob-
lems. A symbol of such problems is the four major, pollution-related diseases: 
Itai-itai disease, Minamata disease, Niigata Minamata disease, and Yokkaichi 
Asthma. Hasegawa (2004) argued that anti-pollution lawsuits that took place 
in response contributed to influencing the public sphere to form public opin-
ion and social agreements. Protests of residents to protect worsening living 
environment began to take place in the 1970s, but interestingly, environmental 
activism lost its momentum during period of low growth after the oil shock. As 
Pharr (2003) notes in contrasting environmental activism in the United States 
and Japan, “Although 1,500 to 3,000 citizens’ groups had organized to press for 
pollution control by the early 1970s, most of them had faded from the scene by 
the 1980s” (p. 328). In response to the global trend toward sustainable devel-
opment, a new set of environmental advocacy NGOs began to emerge in the 
1990s. Reimann (2010) analyzed the mechanisms behind such a development, 
arguing for the effects of international norms and the socialization process.

Another social issue that captured academic interest is international co-
operation. A series of relevant books and papers have been published since 
the 2000s. In exploring the successful advocacy work of the International 
Campaign to Ban Landmines, Mekata (2000) documented the experience in 
Japan, highlighting the key role civil society organizations played in Japan’s 
ratification of Ottawa Convention or convention on the Prohibition of Anti-
Personnel Mines. Hirata (2002) analyzed the process of policy-making in 
foreign aid, highlighting the role played by NGOs in developing Japan’s aid poli-
cies. Takayanagi (2014) is also an analysis of voluntary organizations in foreign 
aid. He discusses in detail the role civil society organizations and NGOs play in 
shifting and diffusing norms to governmental policy making, with a particular 
focus on discussions around aid effects. NGO advocacy is also listed among 
chapters in a textbook on international cooperation (Matsumoto, 2004).
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Community building or machi-zukuri is another social issue that has cap-
tured much scholarly attention. Studies have documented and analyzed the 
process of residents standing up to protect or to improve their living environ-
ment through civil society organizations, neighborhood organizations, and/or 
residents’ associations (Hashimoto, 2007; Fujii et al., 2007). The process of rais-
ing voices and protesting against authorities for community development is 
also of interest among studies of post-disaster regions (Funck, 2007; Ito, 2007; 
Shaw and Goda, 2004). Also studied are developments on referenda over con-
struction of public facilities (Yamamoto, 2017).

c Recent Activism and Theoretical Interest in Role of Politics
In more recent years, Japan has witnessed cases of anti-globalism and anti-
nuclear protests. The most symbolic example of such activism is the Sayonara 
Genpatsu 10 Million Action, organizing a series of demonstrations and protests 
against nuclear policies of Japan in the aftermath of the nuclear accident at 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant in 2011. In July 2012, over 200,000 peo-
ple demonstrated around the National Diet Building to protest against restart-
ing operations of nuclear power plants. SEALDs or Students Emergency Action 
for Liberal Democracy-s, a student network that aim for freedom and democ-
racy also captured much attention in these anti-nuclear protests. It was one of 
the major examples of student-led activism that emerged in the 21st century in 
Japan. This social movement organization dissolved in August 2016. All of the 
recent cases of activism in Japan await study.

Given these recent developments, there is an academic interest in exploring 
the relationships among politics, nonprofits, and advocacy. In Japan, volun-
tary behaviors have had the tendency to be understood as apolitical in nature 
(Avenell, 2010). But is that so? Political scientists and sociologists are begin-
ning to question the meaning and significance of politicization of the volun-
tary sector. In addition to theoretical arguments (Nihei, 2011; Okamoto, 1997), 
case studies are being analyzed. Kim (2007) has discussed these issues in the 
context of International NGOs (INGOs), and Kashiwagi (2008) examined case 
studies of both Japan and the United States. The role of interest groups and 
their lobbying efforts are also of scholarly interest (Niwa, 2017; Tsujinaka and 
Pekkanen, 2007).

7 Recent Topics

In response to a changing environment, a few “hot topics” in studies of vol-
untaristics have emerged in the last decade. This section will discuss three of 
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recent topics in detail: social impact bonds, social capital, and ICTs and social 
media.

a Social Impact Bonds
After social impact investment was put on the agenda at the G8 Summit held 
in Lough Erne, Northern Ireland, in 2013, social impact bonds have captured 
much attention in the media and news as well as in research. Although this 
quite new scheme of collaboration among governments and private firms 
using the financial market has advanced in some Western countries, there is a 
need for further discussion and preparation in the sector for the scheme to be 
introduced in Japan. The social impact bond is expected to facilitate more fun-
draising to prevent a decrease in future costs on implementation of measures, 
and to enhance social outcomes based on direct output.

In pioneering societies, global trends have influenced corporate invest-
ments in addition to CSR. The Global Sustainable Investment Alliance (GSIA) 
reported that global socially responsible investment (SRI) has expanded dras-
tically in the first half of the 2010s, reaching USD 21,358 billion at the begin-
ning of 2014 and growing by 61% (from USD 13,261 billion) since 2012 (GSIA, 
2015). Turning attention to Asia, the report shows that countries in this region 
received a total of USD 53 billion of SRI at the beginning of 2014. The figure 
for the United States and Europe was USD 6.572 billion, accounting for 31% 
of global investment, and USD 13.608 billion accounting for 64%, respectively.

With regard to trends of SRI, the ratio of global SRI increased from 21.5% 
in 2012 to 30.2% in 2014, while that of Asia increased from 0.6% to 0.8% in 
the corresponding years. These figures indicate that SRI in Western indus-
trial countries is already much higher than in Asian countries, including the 
Japanese SRI market. While Japan is highlighted as “the most mature of the 
Asian markets on impact investing” and “very active in the impact investment 
bonds market” (GSIA, 2015), the market is much smaller than in Western soci-
eties both longitudinally and in growth rates (Kuroda and Ishida, 2017).

In Japan, the Japan Sustainable Investment Forum (JSIF) calculated that at 
the end of 2014, SRI in Japan stood at approximately USD 7.7 billion, with USD 
21 billion of investment trust and USD 56 billion of social impact bonds.

Social investment, including social impact bonds, has been led by the na-
tional government in Japan. The Act on Overcoming Population Decline and 
Vitalizing Local Economy was established in 2014, with the purpose of tackling 
challenges of local communities, human resources, and work/employment 
(Cabinet Office, 2016d). One of the goals of this scheme is to work for more 
secure employment to strengthen local regional management in general, and 
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to achieve higher productivity in the local economy. The Act also aims to fa-
cilitate collaboration among governments, private firms, and nonprofit orga-
nizations. In addition to human resource development, raising efficiency and 
effectiveness of financial capability has also been identified as a challenge for 
local economy. For example, with a super aging society particularly in rural 
areas, Japan expects to face an increase of social welfare costs. Preventive mea-
sures on health programs is needed to decrease future risks and to cover the 
costs. Nonprofit organizations and private firms may be able to provide much 
more appropriate services than we have in our society today. There are also 
other challenges such as child care, business on local-oriented goods, and edu-
cational support, but many of these programs have been subsidized and are 
facing the difficulty of financial sustainability.

Social investment is discussed in this context, not only to raise funds for 
these services, but also as a strategy to solve these issues. Expected is a new 
framework to implement strategies across the public and the private sector. 
For example, there are discussions of the Japanese version of destination mar-
keting organizations (DMOs) for sightseeing in local economies as well as com-
munity trading company for locally produced products. Building a model as 
well as governance structure is also being discussed in social businesses to en-
courage flow of social investment. Also discussed is a way to support formation 
of organizations independent of project implementation that rely on subsidies 
from local governments, utilizing know-how of the private sector with incom-
ing investment.

There are also challenges. Social investment is a scheme close to cost-
benefit analysis, as calculations to convert it into monetary value are needed. 
However, in recent years, strategies to convert efforts that cannot be directly 
argued into monetary value are being discussed (e.g., economic value, such 
as local/regional economy and increase of income, social value such as access 
to public transportation, achievement and improvement of educational and 
health status). This is called the blended value approach. However, there are 
limited discussion in Japan on calculation of administrative costs and costs of 
contracting out. There is a need to examine basic methods and frameworks to 
assess the impact.

Several pilot-type implementations are in process. For example, since 2015, 
the Nippon Foundation (2015a, 2015b, 2015c) has set up projects utilizing social 
investment bonds for promotion of adoption, prevention of dementia, and pro-
motion of employment for younger adults with the local governments, such as 
in Yokosuka, Fukuoka, Matsumoto, and Amagasaki cities. Some of these cases 
are promoted mainly by for-profit companies, and others are implemented by 
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nonprofits. After a review, they will be transferred to full-scale projects, de-
pending on the results. In this scheme, the Nippon Foundation provides pro-
gram costs as well as planning and management.

b Social Capital
Like many other countries, discussions of social capital theory and its empiri-
cal studies have bloomed in Japan in the last fifteen years. Quite interestingly, 
the Cabinet Office of Japan had published research reports on social capital 
and its roles in the society before academic scholars began publishing work 
on this topic. The Japanese government had paid attention to social capital, 
publishing reports about how to utilize social capital to implement policies in 
communities.

For example, the Cabinet Office (2003) conducted an online survey as well 
as mail questionnaires. This report examined elements of social capital with 
an assumption that civic actions, including volunteering and charitable contri-
butions, may be affected by social capital, and therefore, argued for strength-
ening social capital to make a better society. The focus was on neighborhood 
associations and other private networks that exist in communities, and the 
analysis explored people with a higher degree of social capital. Findings indi-
cated that the social capital of individuals affected civic actions toward each 
other in Japan, as well as in other countries. People who engage in civic actions 
trust others more, have more connections and interactions with others, and 
vice versa. Research also found that social capital had an influence on other as-
pects of people’s lives, including a decrease in unemployment rate. Estimated 
region-based social capital also had an impact on birthrates.

The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), a section of the Cabinet 
Office, continued to explore social capital and conducted an online survey 
(ESRI, 2005). A private consulting firm, the Japan Research Institute Ltd., Inaba 
(2008, 2007), and Inaba and Yoshino (2016) also continued to examine and to 
elaborately analyze elements of social capita in detail using more concrete 
methods and data collected by online surveys based on questions used in the 
initial Cabinet Office survey. They found that people with rich networks in the 
neighborhood also had rich networks of outside the neighborhood, and vice 
versa. Interpreted from the perspective of discussions on social capital, this 
implies strong relations between bonding and bridging types of networks in 
Japan. Inaba (2008) examined social capital and various problems of modern 
economic society, such as economic growth, religion, informational technol-
ogy, and traditional community.

With regard to social capital, nonprofits, and prosocial behavior, Nishide 
(2009), writing in English, was one of the primary academic works that 
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described the relationship and mechanism of social capital and civil society in 
Japan. She explored several case studies of nonprofit organizations in the field 
of intermediary assistance, environment, and disaster assistance, and identi-
fied how these organizations generate social capital. Through a review and 
comparison with other industrialized countries, Nishide drew public policy 
implications for Japanese civil society, and proposed the Japanese government 
to create an environment for inter-sectoral and inter-organizational collabo-
ration. Other parts of the government, such as the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry, and Fisheries and Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare may also 
play an important part in policy implementation.

In more recent years, the Cabinet Office has once again paid attention to 
community issues, and held a talk-in committee for promoting the Society of 
Mutual Assistance (kyojyo shakai-zukuri kondankai), to consider ties among 
people as the key foundation for creating such society (also described in 
Section 4.a.ii). The committee proposed three primary actions: 1) establishing 
ties, 2) vitalizing local communities, and 3) promoting participation (Cabinet 
Office, 2015b). In order to achieve these three goals, the committee has sug-
gested 27 paths (see Table 2). Note that paths 24 to 27 suggest expansion of 
social investment, discussed in detail in Section 7a.

Taniguchi (2010, 2013) and Ishida and Okuyama (2015) provide empirical 
studies reviewing the state of social capital and prosocial behaviors in Japan. 
Taniguchi (2010) used the Japanese General Social Survey (JGSS) data to iden-
tify factors that lead to prosocial behaviors. The study investigated strengths of 
social capital variables as influences on these behaviors compared to demo-
graphic and socioeconomic variables, finding that social capital has a larger 
impact on volunteering. Taniguchi (2013) further examined how generalized 
trust affects volunteering in Japan, again using the JGSS data. The study fo-
cused on diverse styles of engaging in volunteering, and set the variables of 
regular/irregular and formal/informal volunteering. The results showed that 
different factors generate and promote different types of volunteering. In par-
ticular, generalized trust had a statistically significant explanatory power on 
irregular and formal volunteering.

Ishida and Okuyama (2015) conducted a survey using random respondents 
from voting lists and mailed sheets to examine who gives to nonprofit orga-
nizations inside and outside respondent’s community, and also asked about 
norms of voluntary action in respective communities. The study found that 
people feeling a community-based norm did more giving to nonprofits located 
inside the community, while people with higher awareness on contributing to 
civil society as well as on neighborhood give more to nonprofit organizations 
located outside one’s community.
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Table 2 27 paths to realize Society of Mutual Assistance

1. Establishing 
     ties

1. Establish “places for the society of mutual assistance” 
according to regional characteristics

2. Share information on challenges and attractiveness of the 
local community and set up a discussion forum

3. Establish “places for the society of mutual assistance” by 
the various agents and expand the scope of their activities

4. Develop human resources to serve as coordinators to solve 
local challenges

5. Vitalize personnel exchanges beyond each sector
6. Establish new ties between people through NPO activities, 

etc.
7. Increase the number of people who sympathize with NPO 

activities, etc. through a system of “visible” participation
8. Provide effective consulting services in collaboration with 

experts
9. Expand the scope of NPO activities, etc. through the 

participation of women, the elderly, and youth
2. Vitalizing  

local 
communities

10. Vitalize local communities through reinforcing the 
foundations of diverse agents in the community

11. Vitalize the activities of regional financial institutions 
aiming for coexistence and mutual prosperity with the 
community

12. Establish a system for regional financial institutions to 
utilize the know-how of retired employees

13. Engage in efforts to link the core businesses of companies 
with solution of social challenges

14. Make efforts toward self-reliance and development of 
social enterprises

15. Promote the socialization of local SMEs
16. Restore “Kinjyo” relationships (relationships of mutual 

assistance with neighbors) using opportunities to disaster 
drills, etc.

17. Promote CSP activities in the school curriculum
18. Promote development and certification of experts by 

universities in collaboration with companies, NPOs, etc. 
and the government
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3. Promoting 
participation

19. Organic collaboration with CSR and pro-bono activities of 
companies

20. Develop an environment where people can easily 
participate in volunteer activities

21. “Visualize” volunteer activities
22. Develop fund flows within the community through 

experience of successful donations
23. Improve the fund-raising capacity of fund raisers and 

reinforce the foundations
24. Increase recognition of community foundations and civil 

funds in the local community
25. Promote collaboration among community foundations and 

civil funds, and reinforce their functions
26. Vitalize fund flows in the community through promotion 

of social investments
27. Consider various efforts to expand social investment

Source: Cabinet Office (2015b). English translations as provided in the 
original source.

Ever since the mega disaster in 2011 stimulated the Japanese society to think 
about what is needed in local communities, social capital has become an im-
portant topic among those studying public choice. For example, Harada (2012), 
a former president of the Japan Public Choice Society, talked about social 
capital in his keynote lecture at the society’s annual conference. He proposed 
scholars seriously consider the role of social capital in the recovery and recon-
struction process.

Most studies discussing social capital in the context of Japan tend to look at 
strength of community using neighborhood as the unit of analysis, and to ana-
lyze the impact of social capital within that scope. Given the history, embed-
ded lifestyle, and residential environment, such focus is essential in making 
arguments about social capital in Japan.

c ICTs and Social Media
One of the key environment changes that Japanese nonprofits have faced in 
recent decades is the advancement of ICTs. The Internet and other related 
technologies not only changed the way nonprofits work, but also the way these 
organizations communicate both internally and externally.
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In particular, ICTs provided new channels for nonprofit organizations to 
communicate with existing/potential donors, supporters, and volunteers. In 
addition to conventional flyers, pamphlets, posters, newspapers, and televi-
sion, nonprofits today utilize websites, blogs, listserv, Facebook, and Twitter 
for public relations, fundraising, networking, and volunteer recruitment.

Nonprofit organizations in Japan today are eager to learn how best to utilize 
these online communication channels. Practical guides began to be published 
during the 2000s. Kume and Yamada (2014) published a book on IT use for 
nonprofits based on their rich practical experience.

Rising interest in ICTs was also supported by a drive to incorporate mar-
keting perspectives into nonprofits’ operations. Organizations in Japan began 
to be more strategic about how best to allocate resources to achieve out-
comes both effectively and efficiently. As communication is among the key 
“Four Cs” of nonprofit marketing—customer value, cost, convenience, and  
communication—ICTs came to capture much attention. In 2004, creators of 
advertising agencies began to collaborate with nonprofits, holding seminars 
and publishing books on “tips” to effectively communicate (“NPO no katsudō 
ni kōkokujin no ‘tsutaeru’ nou-hou wo ikasu,” 2017). Nagahama (2014) pub-
lished a pioneering book on nonprofit marketing in Japanese.

Despite these developments, there is a clear lack of research effort to docu-
ment and understand IT use among nonprofits, and to provide implications for 
evidence-based practices. Systematic review of ICT use among these organiza-
tions is scarce, as also is scientific research on advantages and disadvantages 
that ICTs bring about for nonprofits. Okada and Yamauchi (2014) is one of the 
few examples. The study documented ICT use for external communication 
among nonprofits that responded to the earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear ac-
cident that struck northeastern Japan in 2011. From an original online survey, 
the study found that 49.1% of sampled organizations had used websites for the 
purpose of collecting donations during the first three months in responding to 
the disaster. This was followed by 30% using blogs, and 22.7% using Facebook, 
and interestingly, the same 22.7% using Twitter.

Academic works on social media—one of the newest and most popular 
communication channels today—have begun to emerge in the past few years. 
Facebook, Twitter, mixi (a Japan-based social networking service) and an app 
called LINE have become popular ways people communicate with each other. 
According to the most recent statistics published in 2015, 35.3% of Japanese 
people use Facebook, while 28.7% use Twitter, 39.5% view YouTube, 10.2% use 
Instagram, and 44.9% communicate using LINE (Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and Communication, 2015). What is more striking is that these new tools are 
not just for the younger generation, but also for those in their 50s and 60s. 
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For example, 26.0% of those in their 60s use Facebook, and 39.0% of those 
in their 50s use LINE. Given such trends, nonprofits are increasingly becom-
ing strategic about how to utilize these tools. To begin with, social media is an 
extremely efficient tool for nonprofits. It is virtually free, and nonprofits are 
able to send out messages to the public instantly, reaching out through their 
Facebook friends and Twitter followers. Updates can be sent out easily, when-
ever nonprofits want to do so, without going through a third party.

Compared to research conducted in North American and European con-
texts, studies of nonprofits’ social media use in Japan are extremely limited. 
However, it is worth paying attention to some of the pioneering works. Okura 
and Kaigo (2016) is a case study exploring Facebook use for advocacy. The 
paper found that Facebook provides civil society organizations more political 
opportunities to advocate regardless of limited financial and political resourc-
es. The tool also provides these organizations with more chances to connect 
with local government. Social media serves as a platform where civil society 
organizations can directly communicate with officials in a more horizontal  
network.

Social media and human behaviors were of particular interest in multiple 
research disciplines at the time of 2011 disaster. This was the first large-scale 
disaster that Japan experienced during a time of widespread use of social 
media, and thus researchers in sociology and communication studies, in par-
ticular, took a close look at this topic (Ikeda, 2015; Fukuda, 2012). Okada et al. 
(2017) focused on nonprofits’ social media use in the aftermath of this disas-
ter, and found that 27.3% of the organizations that provided assistance for re-
sponse and recovery used Twitter, and 25.0% used Facebook during the first 
three months after the disaster. Interestingly, more organizations began to use 
Facebook and Twitter to communicate with existing and potential donors as 
time went by, with Facebook documenting an increase of 80% by the second 
anniversary of the disaster. This study went further to statistically examine 
whether use of social media had affected the amount of funds raised by a non-
profit. Results indicated that nonprofits that had used social media both before 
and after the disaster raised the greatest amount. This implies the importance 
of educating and preparing the followers in non-disaster times to give once an 
incident takes place.

Further work on ICT use and social media is expected for both academic 
and practical purposes. How are ICTs used for internal management of non-
profit organizations in Japan? What is the assessment of such use? How do 
nonprofits use social media in non-disaster contexts, and what are the conse-
quences? How is reaching out via social media different from doing so via mass 
media? What mix of communication channels bring about the most positive 
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impact for the work of nonprofits? More research on ICTs and social media is 
needed to encourage evidence-based practices in Japan.

8 Conclusion

Research on voluntaristics in Japan has rapidly expanded since the 1990s. In 
this article, we have presented a comprehensive review of such research in 
eight sections. Scholars have looked into the nonprofit and voluntary sector in 
Japan from multiple perspectives. Some attempt to capture the “big picture” 
of the sector by focusing on the number organizations, the sector’s presence 
in the Japanese economy, its contribution in employment and volunteer-
ing, or the flow of money in to the sector (Section 3). Others look into legal 
frameworks and public policies that affect the sector and discuss the sector’s 
relationship with the government (Section 4). Another scholarly interest has 
been on how the sector collaborates with organizations in the public and pri-
vate sector (Section 5). Social movements and advocacy, conventionally con-
sidered “weak” in Japan, have also been of interest among academics, given 
recent cases and developments (Section 6). In more recent years, emerging 
issues such as social impact bonds, social capital, ICTs and social media have 
captured the attention of researchers.

As is the case around the world, one of the key discussions in nonprofit re-
search is whether these organizations can ensure autonomy and minimize in-
fluence of funders such as governments, private firms, and/or households. In 
Japan, both academics and practitioners have shown great interest in discuss-
ing nonprofits’ independence from the government. There are several reasons 
behind this. First, there is the historical background of traditional public inter-
est corporations being an affiliate of the government (Ushiro, 2009). Second, 
local community organizations such as neighborhood associations (chōnaikai 
or chōkai) and community associations/residents’ associations or community 
associations (jichikai) have been understood cynically as subcontractors of 
governments (Mori, 2014). On a related note, Pekkanen (2006) argued that the 
Japanese Government has designed and funded neighborhood associations so 
as to co-opt them and to have them assist in administration (p. 109).

Depending on the legal categories, some types of nonprofit organizations 
are under stronger jurisdiction of the government compared to for-profit or-
ganizations (see Section 3, particularly Table 1). While the permitting standard 
for general incorporated organizations are simple registration (tōki), speci-
fied nonprofit corporations must go through “certification (ninshō).” This is 
a process where authorities check whether the organization’s activities serve 
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“public interest,” following Article One and Twelve of the Act on Promotion of 
Specified Nonprofit Activities (Tokutei Hieiri Katsudo Hōjin Hō). However, as 
nonprofits are allowed to freely engage in social activities, their independence 
from the government is ensured.

A closer look at financial aspect of specified nonprofit corporations (NPO 
hōjin (Tokutei hieiri katsudō hōjin)) reveals that over 50% of revenue is pro-
vided by national and local government, while 20% of the revenue comes from 
organizations’ own project revenue, and another 20% from membership fees 
and donations (Cabinet Office, 2011). About half of over 50,000 specified non-
profit corporations (NPO hōjin) work in the field of caregiving, medicine, and 
health. In the current system, those engaged in care insurance projects and 
programs receive insurance revenues and commission revenues from the gov-
ernment for providing caregiving and medical services on their behalf. While 
limited studies have looked into whether these governmental subsidies and 
contracted projects restrict nonprofits’ freedom, Tanaka (2006) cautioned that 
“nonprofits as subcontractors” dependent on governmental funding may lead 
to mission drift of the organization, thus weakening their autonomy.

On the other hand, the absolute average of operating income among speci-
fied nonprofit corporations (NPO hōjin) in Fiscal Year 2013 was 31.05 million 
Japanese Yen or about USD 318,1356 ( JILPT, 2016). Given the vulnerable finan-
cial base, nonprofit organizations will not be able to sustain employment if 
they were to cut projects contracted out by the government (Cabinet Office, 
2011). Among all specified nonprofit corporations (NPO hōjin), the ratio of 
public funding—provided based on the current care insurance system—is 
particularly high among welfare organizations. Degree of dependency further 
varies among legal categories of respective organizations as observed in the 
fact that the same ratio is much higher among some public interest corpora-
tions (Nakajima, 2017; Ushiro, 2015).

This is essentially an argument of financial diversity (Froelich, 1999). Ishida 
(2008a) investigated revenue diversification in Japan from a quantitative per-
spective. Opportunities for nonprofit organizations to access diverse funding 
source have certainly increased in the recent years in Japan, as seen in expan-
sion of tax system for donations. Thus, nonprofit organizations are able to en-
gage in their activities more independently. In fact, according to Ishida (2008b, 
2007), the longer the operating years, the more the amount of income from 
projects contracted out by the government, and its ratio against the total rev-
enue decreases. Therefore, diversification of funding sources may enhance the 

6   Calculated with an exchange average rate in 2013: USD 1 = 97.6 Japanese Yen.
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chance of nonprofits to secure autonomy from the government. If equalizing 
funding sources based on resource dependence theory may be considered as a 
potential solution to gain independence from the government, nonprofits may 
choose to exit from governmental contracts.

On the other hand, the Japanese government has emphasized the idea of 
partnership in its nonprofit policy in recent years. Research has shown that 
grants from the government do not necessarily restrict nonprofits’ advocacy 
efforts against them. For example, Sakamoto (2016, 2015) analyzed a large-scale 
survey of civil society organizations in Japan, finding that even those receiving 
a certain amount of governmental funding are active in advocacy, lobbying, 
and fundraising. He also found that the relationship between obtaining gov-
ernmental grants and advocacy, lobbying, and fundraising efforts is not linear, 
where an increase of governmental funding restricts these activities, but rather 
non-linear. Implied from this study is that nonprofit organizations reliant on 
public sources in Japan may be contributing to promoting democracy as politi-
cal actors.

A quick review on autonomy of nonprofit organizations in Japan reveals 
that this topic has not been assessed systematically and is certainly one that 
needs to be dealt with in future research.

Another argument that emerges out of this review article is that studies of 
voluntaristics are rather recent in Japan, still in pursuit of their own originality. 
Nonprofit sector research in Japan began by examining theories that emerged 
in North America and Europe, and moved on to empirical analyses of prac-
tice. A quick review of articles published in the journal The Nonprofit Review 
reflected this trend (Section 1). Studies have relied on academic works abroad 
for its theoretical underpinnings, applying them to cases observed in Japan. 
Efforts are being made to compare voluntary and prosocial behavior and the 
nonprofit sector in Japan with other contexts to find out what’s unique and 
what’s universal in studying voluntaristics. Although the scholarly commu-
nity is moving toward data-oriented, evidence-based scientific research, few 
papers aim for theoretical implications. Theoretical papers drawn from cases 
and practices in Japan are still rare. We argue that nonprofit research in Japan 
is still in the process of systematically reorganizing the findings and insights 
into theories.

Another facet of nonprofit research that merits attention in the context 
of Japan is the relationship between research and practice. As we showed in 
diverse topics, it appears that research has not fully caught up with chang-
ing landscape of nonprofit sector in action, and research has not been able 
to guide practice into the best next steps. This was particularly true for issues 
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of employment and volunteering (Section 3.c), fundraising (Section 3.d), 
collaborations among nonprofits, government, and business (Section 5), so-
cial movements and advocacy (Section 6), as well ICTs and social media  
(Section 7.c). Much of the research has been preoccupied with documenting 
and analyzing what’s actually taking place in the field, making only a limit-
ed effort to predict the future or to provide implications for practice. Indeed, 
theoretical discussions in some areas of nonprofit research—for example, the 
relationship between politics and the nonprofit sector, or the ideal legal frame-
works to regulate and to facilitate the sector—have provided key implications 
for the work of nonprofit organizations. Yet, we believe contributions of aca-
demics to support nonprofit and voluntary organizations to make a step for-
ward in practice is quite weak in Japan today. Nonprofit research must explore 
issues and the challenges that practitioners face, and make effort to provide 
implications for practice from academic work. In discussing methodology for 
studying public administration, Imasato (1995) suggested the following typolo-
gy: 1) deductive-normative/theoretical, 2) deductive-descriptive, 3) inductive-
normative/theoretical, and 4) inductive-descriptive. Building on accumulated 
studies taking the second and fourth approaches, nonprofit research in Japan 
might intentionally consider taking the first or the third approach and provide 
new perspectives and/or pose new questions to stimulate practice.

There are several efforts already underway to expand and encourage inter-
actions between research and practice. Here, we’d like to highlight four cases. 
The first example is Giving Japan (Japan Fundraising Association, 2015, 2013, 
2012, 2011, 2010). This data book began to be published in 2010 as the first report 
to comprehensively capture giving behaviors in Japan, ranging from political 
and religious contributions to charitable giving for neighborhood associations 
and local events (Japan Fundraising Association, 2010, p. 1–3). Publication of 
this data book is a collaborative effort of academics and practitioners, and 
the data is intentionally presented in a user-friendly way for practitioners. 
Academics involved in publishing this book were invited to the annual confer-
ence of Japan Fundraising Association in 2017 to share their work and theo-
retical perspectives (Sakamoto et al., 2017). This panel is now being used in 
training professional fundraisers (Japan Fundraising Association, 2017; see also 
Section 3.d.i).

Second, major incidents, such as natural disasters—which take place quite 
frequently in Japan—also provide momentum for practitioners and academ-
ics to come together. From 2012 to 2016, JANPORA worked with Japan NPO 
Center ( JNPOC) on a project “The Private Aid Initiatives in the Great East 
Japan Earthquake (Higashi nihon daishinsai ni okeru minkan shien no kiseki to 
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dōkō chōsa). Funded by Takeda Inochi to Kurashi Saisei Program Grant, this 
project aimed to document and analyze processes and challenges of nonprof-
its’ reconstruction efforts for a series of earthquakes and tsunami that struck 
northeastern Japan in 2011 ( JANPORA, 2017b, 2015).

The third example is observed in the realm of monitoring and evaluation. 
Led by academic works, such as Hatsutani (2000) and Tanaka (2005), efforts to 
evaluate the work of nonprofit organizations have captured much attention 
in order for nonprofits to become reliable, transparent, trustworthy organiza-
tions in Japanese society. Today, evaluation is considered an important part 
of nonprofit management, leading to recent emphasis on impact evaluation 
(Tsukamoto & Kaneko, 2016). Collaborative efforts among civil society orga-
nizations, nonprofit organizations, and academics are also active on global is-
sues such as Sustainable Development Goals (Imata and Tanaka, 2016).

Fourth, many higher education institutions have taken the initiative to train 
practitioners competent in dealing with social issues in communities (Cabinet 
Office, 2017b, 2015b). One example is a certification program for “Expert on 
Regional Public Policies” (chiiki kokyō seisaku shi). Run by the Consortium for 
Local Public Human Resources Development (COLPU), a general incorporated 
foundation, this program provides training programs at universities to nurture 
experts who can coordinate publicly-oriented activities and policy making 
across diverse sectors, and lead problem solving at regional level (COLPU, n.d.).

In the process of writing this review, the authors felt reassured that non-
profit sector research in Japan is moving forward. Communities of interdisci-
plinary scholars are expanding, and there are more and more occasions where 
researchers and practitioners interact. Studies are being conducted at multiple 
levels, from individuals to organizations, from the sector to society. While it is 
true that some topics of voluntaristics receive more attention than others—
largely depending on how much of an interest a group of scholars have—the 
scope of the field is diversifying and the depth of research is greater than ever. 
Younger generations today are much more familiar with voluntary action and 
nonprofit organizations, and with opportunities to be educated about the 
sector not only in higher education but in primary and secondary education 
(Section 3.c). Given students’ interests and experiences with the sector, the 
Japan NPO Research Association has instigated a panel specifically for un-
dergraduate students at its annual conferences since 2016. We believe these 
opportunities of education and research for the next generation of practitio-
ners and academics studying voluntaristics will contribute to overcoming the 
aforementioned challenges. Encouraged with rising level of interest, knowl-
edge, and opportunities, nonprofit sector research in Japan will keep making 
progress.
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