
WOA Event - China GenBridge Capital (27Mar2025) 

“Lost Decades or Gained Decades” - Tojiro Kataya (Dong Zi), Research Director 

Rethinking China’s opportunities through the rise and fall of Japanese Consumer 
companies. 

 

GenBridge Background - China Growth Capital for Chinese consumer companies 



 

Speaker Biography - Japanese studied in US, now working in China 

 

Using Japan parallels to think about Chinese companies. 

●​ Switch thought perspective, not of loss, but of gain. 
●​ GenBridge China consumer specialist growth capital, want to empower China’s next-gen 

consumer champions 
●​ Speaker Background: Consumer research focus, offered to JD, Wumart, New Hope, 

ANTA, Genki Forest, BA in Econ Japan, MA in Duke, US 

Main Arguments of Today's Presentation 



1.​ Japan's "Lost Decades" were also "Gained Decades" — at least from the perspective of 
consumer value. 

2.​ During this period, a paradigm shift occurred: the market moved from supply-driven to 
demand-driven. 

3.​ Three types of consumer companies successfully navigated the turbulence — those 
focused on distribution efficiency, product innovation, and globalization. 

4.​ China's consumer market is undergoing similar structural shifts — but at greater scale, 
speed, and complexity. 

China 1993 vs 2023 

●​ Larger population, Aging society, lower newborns, more graduates 
●​ Japanese younger generations earning less and spending less 
●​ Household income tend to peak around age 50-54 then start declining 
●​ As population grow older, household consumption decline as % of disposable income 
●​ Japanese consumers reached material abundance in the 1990s 
●​ New companies to grow have to replace existing products from competitors\ 

 



 

Japanese Material Abundance in the 1990s, before shifting from the excesses of rampant 
consumerism and the desire for simpler and more functional goods. 

 

A number of Japanese companies continued to grow, 7-eleven, Uniqlo, Donki, etc for 
example 



 

Daiei vs 7-Eleven 

●​ Daiei was once Japan’s largest retailers in the 1990s, then subsequently declined 
●​ Daiei business model was supply driven, chain store operation and vertical integration 
●​ Selling hero products with low cost and mass merchandise, lowering cost and lowering 

price 
●​ Daiei vision was good products at lower prices, founder was communist (often cited Mao 

Zedong) 
●​ 🔴 Daiei had a big store full of goods (cheap, wide variety) but nothing customers want 

(Jap consumers already have a lot) 



 

 



 

●​ 🔴 Daiei want to lower costs of goods through bargaining, rather than lower their own 
operation costs 

●​ Japanese only turn minimalist from 2010 onwards, was very materialistic before 
●​ Muji = No brand, good products (Wu Yu Liang Pin), brand of anti-brand, origins of 

private-brand retailer 
●​ 🔴 Daiei = Focus on making things affordable vs 🟢 7-Eleven: Need proactive 

differentiation 
●​ 🔴 Supply-Driven Market (one product) vs 🟢 Demand-Driven Market = More Product 

Variety 



 

 

Three Types of Successful Companies 

1.​ Distribution Efficiency  
2.​ Product Innovation  
3.​ Globalization 



 

1) Distribution Efficiency: Supply chain became shorter, combining manufacturing, distributor 
and retailers, fast response to consumer needs, previously took long time to get feedback. Did 
more SPA, like GAP. W/R (Wholesale/Retail) ↘️  

●​ New products that didn’t exist before e.g. desserts, oden, warm option for winter, steams 
buns, sandwiches/bakery 

●​ Focused on getting right products to the right people at the right time, not just guys going 
to buy cigarettes 

 



 

 

7&i and 7-Eleven Japan 

●​ 7-Eleven knew what time which kind of customers would come - example of consumer 
driven market, use supply chain to create new demand. 7-eleven private label, largest 
food company. 7-11 had higher sales per store than peers. 

●​ 7-11 was the first convenience store, then Family Mart and Lawsons. They think better 
than peers. 

●​ 7-11 first to introduce coffee, moved from brewed coffee to capsules then customer-led, 
took time to innovate 

●​ 7-11 has 30-40% market share, but 50-60% higher share of profits 
●​ 7-11 leader, innovator, trailblazer, others were followers 
●​ Manufacturer distributor partnership = Japan Delica Foods Cooperative (NDF) 



 

 



 

 

 



 

2. Product Innovation: Explosion of consumer choices, 10 shampoo brands, now 50-100 
shampoo brands. Segmentation of choices became important strategy, one for morning, one at 
night 

 

●​ Kobayashi: You make a wish, we make it happen. 
●​ They don’t want to compete in big ocean with big fish, they want to compete in smaller 

niche markets 



●​ Don’t focus on one single big TAM, but dominate many small TAMs (lesser competition) 
●​ Japan has lower e-commerce market share 9%, more offline than online market 
●​ Change the way to develop products, collect many different ideas (employees, CEO, 

overseas, customers), reminded me of Amazon 

 

 



 

 

3. Globalization: Domestic sales alone was not sufficient to drive growth. Overseas growth was 
needed.Four types of overseas strategies: Global integration vs Localization 



 

Kikoman 

●​ E.g. Kikoman 70% of revenue and 89% of profit from overseas, only 30% from Soy 
Sauce (34% food product,29% beverage) 

●​ Kikoman good example of globalization, adjust the same product and brand differently in 
different countries. 

●​ It is about creating consumer demand that they think they want, not creating a product to 
fit a demand that they have 



 

 



 

4. How can we understand China? 

●​ China lower consumption level, not so old population, lower salary 
●​ China markets 100x tougher 
●​ Japan products 3-4 years, no one copy. China, copies within 1 month.  
●​ China e-commerce penetration 44%, Japan 9% 
●​ China more online 
●​ He doesn’t look at the number, but the relationship between the numbers. 
●​ China decline consumer confidence and sales 
●​ Rise of snack discount stores - Snack discount stores (similar to Donki, 1000s of SKUs), 

cut out middleman, lower prices 
●​ Too many products, one day payables, not negative cash conversion cycle, need more 

working capital to grow 



 

 



 

 

●​ Pick and choose, taste different products, customer visit 3-4 times a week, unplanned 
consumer demand 

●​ Combine distribution efficiency with larger consumer demand 
●​ Shift from Needs to Wants, driven by Douyin or Xiaohongshu 
●​ Make content from themselves, faster feedback loop from consumers, when they will 

click and buy 



 
 

 
 



 
Concluding Thoughts: Japan’s consumer businesses are showing parallels to Chinese 
businesses, as they move from a “needs”-based consumption towards a “wants”-based one, no 
longer supply-driven but towards a demand-driven one based on (1) tighter supply chain, (2) 
increased product segmentation and variety, reinforced by (3) faster feedback loop of content 
e-commerce.  
 
Additional Thoughts: That said, this trend could apply to more FMCG-type products, like 
lower-cost consumer packaged goods (CPG) or convenience goods, which are sold quickly with 
high inventory turnover and require faster customer feedback and product iteration loops. This 
would be a bigger contrast to higher-priced/lower inventory turnover specialty or luxury goods.  
 
Despite China’s structural weakening consumption due to much lower wealth effects from 
declining property prices, which stem from declining population, finding the select few 
companies that are well positioned to be able to capture the customer’s wants and needs of this 
recurring consumption can bring a robust framework with many parallels for one to look at. 
 
Notes from: Eugene Ng, Vision Capital Fund 
 


