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I. Processed Foods Market in Japan 
1) Market Size and Trends in Japan 

The size of the Japanese processed foods market has been moving at around JPY30 trillion for 

the last few years. The term “processed foods” here covers 177 items in the 15 categories of 

alcoholic beverages, other beverages, dairy products, processed meat products, processed 

fisheries products, processed agricultural produce, breads and noodles, wheat flour and flour 

products, condiments, processed oil products, sugars and sweeteners, frozen foods, instant and 

vacuum-packed products, confectionery, and health foods. The confirmed data presented here 

is recorded data from FY2015, but estimated data for 2016 and 2017 show almost the same 

movements, in terms of both trends and values. 

 

Looking at average growth rates in each of the 15 categories over the last five years, the top 

three are “frozen foods” (average growth rate 102.6%), instant and vacuum-packed products 

(101.7%), and health foods (101.4%). These results indicate ongoing growth in the categories 

that are easiest to prepare, and in health foods due to rising health consciousness. Behind those, 

there is an expanding trend in market categories such as “confectionery” (101.1%), which have 

been boosted by finding new demand that targets adults, and by inbound consumption from 

foreigners visiting Japan. Incidentally, the number of foreign travelers visiting Japan stood at 

28.7 million in 2017, and the outlook is for 40 million to visit in 2020, the year of the Tokyo 

Olympics and Paralympics. Changes in the market environment are expected to bring robust 

movements in processed foods that meet the resulting needs. 

 

In FY2015, the largest category in terms of market scale was beverages (JPY4.97 trillion in 

2015), and it is still the largest now. Its size has been level over the last five years with an 

average growth rate of 100.5%. The abnormally hot summer this year (2018) is raising 

awareness of heat stroke countermeasures, while growing orientation towards health is 

stimulating consumption of designated health food products and markets for carbonated water 

and flavored water, which are forming into stable markets. The next largest category in terms of 

market scale, which is confectionery in second place (JPY4.159 trillion in 2015, 101.1% growth), 

is expanding as the health effects of chocolate (cacao polyphenol, cacao protein) and nuts 

attract attention. The growing numbers of convenience stores and drugstores, and growing 

inbound consumption as Japan remakes itself into a “leading tourism country”, are factors having 

compound effects, apparently leading to market expansion. The alcoholic beverages category, in 
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third place (JPY3.598 trillion in 2015, 99.4%), continues to struggle. With factors include falling 

birth rates, aging population, and growing numbers of young people who are unaccustomed to 

drinking alcohol, there is a shrinking trend in this market. Meanwhile, Japanese domestic 

consumption of wine reached around 352,492kL in FY2016, and is continuing steadily. Imported 

wines account for about 70%, and are driving consumption. 

 

Reference data:	 There are over 55,000 convenience stores in Japan, with the big three, Seven 

Eleven Japan, Family Mart, and Lawson, taking a combined 90% share. Drugstores, which are 

building a “food and health” market, now number over 58,000. Drugstores now account for 8.4% 

of food sales, and that is expected to rise in future. 

 

Market Size (FY2015) and Average Growth Rate Over the Last 5 Years for Each of the 15 

Categories of Domestic Processed Foods 

Source: Yano Research Institute 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	  

2) Points to Watch in Future 

As mentioned above, the points to watch are the categories that are easiest to prepare, such as 

frozen foods and instant and vacuum-packed foods, and breads and noodles, and the continuing 

growth in health-oriented foods due to rising health consciousness. Rising concern over health is 

Category/Market Size & Growth Rate FY2015 Market Size 
(Unit: JPY100 million) 

Average Growth 
Rate over the Last 

5 Years 
Frozen foods 13,145  102.6  
Instant and vacuum-packed products 4,372  101.7  
Health foods 7,460  101.4  
Confectionery 41,659  101.1  
Dairy products 8,645  101.1  
Breads and noodles 23,817  100.7  
Processed meat products 6,662  100.7  
Beverages 49,700  100.5  
Condiments 15,154  100.0  
Wheat flour and flour products 1,037  99.8  
Processed agricultural produce 6,948  99.7  
Processed oil products 2,048  99.7  
Alcoholic beverages 35,980  99.4  
Processed fisheries products 9,889  99.1  
Sugars and sweeteners 2,560  97.6  
Others 68,221  -  
Total 297,297  -  
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leading to a movement to cut sugar, and there is a shrinking trend in the market size of sugars 

and sweeteners category (97.6%). The processed meat products category (average growth rate 

100.7) is on a growth trend, but processed fisheries produce (99.1%) is on a shrinking trend. 

That indicates that the dietary habits of Japanese people are gradually shifting from fish to meat.  

Factors behind the growth in bread include changes in Japanese people’s lifestyles, including a 

shift to eating at home and a need for simpler preparation, and a growth in numbers of old people 

who have grown up eating bread. In noodles, fresh, non-fried bagged noodles are making a 

comeback, and sales centered on highly-convenient cup noodles are solid. The breads and 

noodles category (average growth rate 100.7%) is expanding because of its readiness for 

immediate consumption.  

○  Looking at food retailing, the competitive environment is getting harsher, as food 

supermarkets and general merchandise stores are joined by online supermarkets, home delivery 

of meals and ingredients, stronger food offerings from convenience stores and drugstores, and 

other factors. 

 

○ Japan is becoming a hyper-aging society, so per-capita consumption of food and drink is 

expected to decline. However, unit prices are rising with growth in products that have high added 

value due to health aspects, and high-quality products, so the size of the market is expected to 

keep on expanding. 

Reference data:  Japan has population of 126,609,000 as of February 2018. 

Under 15: 15,537,000, 15-64: 75,781,000, 65+: 35,290,000 (27.9%) 

 

○ There is growing awareness of working towards health maintenance and improvement in 

everyday diet, with the will to link that to longer healthy life expectancy and anti-aging, so 

manufacturers in that market are moving to expand their lineups of products that make 

health-related claims. Some manufacturers aim to cut salt in cup noodle products, and 

manufacturers are expected to go ahead with launching products adapted to health needs in 

many categories in future. Retailers are increasingly keen to handle products that make a selling 

point of health, and such products are expected to take a growing share of the processed foods 

market, in addition to expanding their sales performance. 
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○ Other than the growth in the elderly population, numbers of one-person and two-person 

households are growing and it is increasingly common for family members to eat separately, so 

there is expected to be further growth in demand for products for individual meals, such as 

small-capacity and single-serving products. People will increasingly tend to look for products that 

are easier to prepare, and there are growing numbers of products that can be microwaved in 

their containers. That will intensify competition over home-meal replacements and prepared 

dishes in convenience stores. 

 
Trends in the 15 Categories of Domestic Processed Foods (FY2015) 

  

Note) X axis is market size by category of 2015, Y axis is average growth rate over the last 5 years for each 

category 

Source: Yano Research Institute 

 

II. Imported Processed Food Market Size and Trends 
The value of imported processed foods in 2016 was JPY1.789 trillion, and was mostly 

unchanged in 2017, at JPY1.790 trillion. 

Affected by the strong Yen, 2016 saw major drops in recorded imports for beverages (▲23.3% 

year on year), processed livestock products (▲15.5% year on year), processed fisheries 

products (▲14.0% year on year), etc. With the contraction in the home meals market for 
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ingredients cooked at home, and changes in dietary style & lifestyle, individual categories and 

types of imported processed foods are expected to go through repeated expansions and 

contractions, leaving the scale of imports mostly unchanged.   

 

Value of Imported Processed Foods by Item 

 

Sources: Prepared from Ministry of Finance “Trade Statistics” by Mizuho Bank, Industrial Research Division 

 
III.  Key Points for Exporting to Japan 
1) Healthy Aging 

There is rising demand across a wide range of ages for measures for health and beauty. These 

include maintaining and improving quality of life (QOL) for the elderly; measures to prevent 

lifestyle diseases, mitigate aging-related problems, and care for beauty and against aging in the 

middle-aged; and greater awareness of supplying basic nutrients and building the body in the 

young. Demand for healthy foods and related ingredient is expected to grow steadily in future. 

The “functional food display product system” started in April 2015, and it is anticipated that 

consumers will select such functionally benefitted products depending upon their own physical 

conditions. Submissions to the Consumer Affairs Agency applying to register foods under this 

system are increasing. For Israeli foods accessing the Japanese market, it is, first of all, 

necessary to choose strategic Israeli-made products from the perspective of “Healthy Aging”, by 

which both young people and older age groups lead healthy lives as they age well. Those 
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products should be brought into Japan to build and broaden the Israel brand, in order to develop 

an environment into which it is easy to introduce other Israeli products. 

 

For reference, we list 65 ingredients as well as superfoods as below, which are attracting 

attention on the Japanese health foods market. The important thing is for products to project 

their Israeli character, for instance, such as items grown and harvested by the Mediterranean 

Sea, with its associations of sun and sea. To gain further advantages, they should also be 

backed by objective data and certification attesting to their nutritional characteristics, and be 

unknown or unusual in Japan. 

 

65 ingredients and superfoods attracting attention in Japan: 

Green juice (made of leafy vegetables), Agaricus blazei, astaxanthin, α-lipoic acid, alfalfa, ginkgo 

leaf, turmeric, L-carnitine, Eleutherococcus senticosus, oligosaccharide, ornithine, oyster extract, 

nucleic acid, calcium, chitin and chitosan, cranberry, glucosamine, black vinegar, chlorella, 

enzyme, Asian ginseng, coenzyme Q10, collagen, chondroitin sulfate, shark liver oil (squalene), 

processed shitake mushroom products, citrulline, fermented plant enzyme, dietary fiber, 

hydrogen water, snapping turtle extract, spirulina, diet related, soy isoflavone, DHA and EPA, 

denshichi carrot, Chinese caterpillar fungus, lactic acid bacteria, garlic, herbal related, plum 

extract, hyaluronic acid, vitamin E  and wheat germ, vitamin C, vitamin B group, placenta, 

blueberry (bilberry), prune, protein, propolis, beta carotene and vitamin A, maitake mushroom, 

maca, multivitamin, euglena, phellinus linteus, melatonin, bearded tooth fungus, lactoferrin, 

green tea extract processed food, lutein, bracket fungus, lecithin, resveratrol, royal jelly 

 

Also, the superfoods market has been lively since the end of 2014. The trigger was the 

publication of “Superfoods: The Food and Medicine of the Future” by naturopath David Wolfe. 

The superfoods he promotes include spirulina, blue-green algae, marine phytoplankton, cacao, 

goji berries, coconut, aloe vera, maca, hemp seed, and honey-related foods (honey, bee pollen, 

propolis, royal jelly). Other than those, acai berries and chia seeds are also popular in Japan. 

 

2) Expanding Demand for Food Gifts and Distance Sales of Foods 

In terms of distribution channels, distance sales and drugstore-related channels are growing, 

and driving the market as a whole. The main sales channels to watch are storeless sales routes 

including distance sales and home visiting sales, and as for store-based distribution routes, 
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drugstore-related routes, convenience store and volume sales store routes, and health 

food-related routes are to be watched. In that context, expanding demand for food gifts should 

be watched closely. For example, we suggest using distance sales in parallel with general 

distribution channels for products such as Israeli wine, chocolate, and teas. It is suggested to 

pick Israeli-made candidate products that would be good fits for gift demand. 

 

With food, there is a strong need to look at it with your own eyes, check its quality, and taste it 

before buying. But now that the purchasing behavior of buying goods online or by mail-order is 

ordinary, increasing numbers of people of all generations are buying food through those 

channels too. Major shopping sites are strengthening the food lines they handle, and as their 

users increase in future, more sellers are expected to enter the market, and expansion of the 

distance sales market is anticipated. While food follows a “reasonable-price, high-frequency 

purchasing pattern”, goods that match the characteristics and features of gift demand (for 

example, in the case of Israeli-made foods including chocolate & confectionary, tea, wine, olive 

oil, nuts & dried fruits, honey products etc.), are seen as an important channel for Israel to open 

up into the Japanese market. 

 

< Japan’s Gift Market > 

Japan has had a formal gift-giving culture of custom and etiquette since ancient times, but it 

centers on ceremonial occasions. With changes in the social background, sales of formal gifts, 

for occasions such as summer and winter gifts, wedding celebrations, mementos, funeral 

offerings, and Buddhist service offerings, are declining. The act of giving gifts to parents, children, 

friends, and others who are close to our lives, to express gratitude, affection, respect, or love, 

has an important role, and is also a means of facilitating communication. Casual gifts like that will 

continue to underpin this market. The use of social gifts, centered on corporate demand, also 

helps to boost the market. Social gifts are services in which gifts are purchased on the Internet, 

and delivered via channels such as Messenger or e-mail. Social gifts will also permeate into 

demand for gifts between individuals, and the custom of casual gift giving through electronic 

channels is expected to take root. The total scale of Japan’s gift market in 2016, in terms of retail 

value, was JPY10.207 trillion, 102.5% of the preceding year. 

 

<Expanding Demand for Food Gifts> 

Foods (including beverages and alcohol) are chosen as gifts far more often than other categories 
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of items, and are bought through diverse channels for various gift-giving occasions. Besides 

celebrations, there is also strong demand for food gifts for funerals and other unhappy events, 

and there is a tendency for food gifts to be chosen that give a sense of the giver’s feelings and 

care. The ratio of foods within summer and winter gifts is high, of course, and foods are 

commonly chosen as souvenir gifts. 

Gifts that combine foods with other sundry items, such as sets of flowers and sweets for Mother’s 

Day, are also increasing. For Father’s Day, gifts of gourmet items ordered for delivery delight 

recipients, as they create an occasion for sharing food and drink with the whole family. 

 

Market Scale and Giving Situation for Each Gift Occasion 

  Market Scale 
(Unit: JPY1 

billion) 

Average 
Price Per Gift 

Item (JPY) 

Average Number 
of Times Gifts are 

Given (Time) 
1 Birthday 1,005 9,400 2.1 
2 Passing school entrance exams 

/ school enrollment 728 33,000 1.2 

3 “Oseibo” (winter gift) 382 6,300 2.2 
4 Wedding 376 28,600 1.3 
5 Newborn baby 331 19,800 1.3 
6 Christmas 308 9,200 1.5 
7 Souvenir from trips 303 3,100 2.3 
8 “Ochugen” (summer gift) 293 6,200 2.1 
9 Graduation 220 26,100 1.4 

10 Small daily gift 203 1,700 3.7 
11 Mother’s Day 201 6,800 1.2 
12 Gift for visiting someone’s 

house or meeting someone 154 2,400 2.7 

13 New Year’s 153 5,100 2.0 
14 Gift for someone who’s sick or 

just recovered from an illness 145 8,700 1.6 

15 Going to parent’s home 133 3,100 1.9 
16 New house, housewarming 127 34,100 1.2 
17 Seasonal greetings 119 5,700 2.2 
18 Father’s Day 96 6,500 1.2 
19 New job, employment 92 16,400 1.4 
20 Wedding anniversary 90 17,500 1.4 
21 Farewell 84 11,200 1.5 
22 Valentine’s day 78 3,000 1.8 
23 60th birthday, celebrating 

longevity 68 15,400 1.1 

24 “Shichigosan” (celebrating the 
well-being of children at 3, 5, 
and 7 years old) 

62 20,700 1.2 

25 Respect for the aged day 61 7,100 1.3 
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26 Children’s day 60 8,500 1.3 
27 Coming of age celebration 50 27,300 1.1 
28 White day 47 3,500 1.6 
29 Girl’s day 40 10,200 1.2 
30 Halloween 15 5,600 1.7 
31 Easter 3 5,200 1.6 

     

 Seasonal Gift * Gift occasions with average price below JPY5,000 are in blue 

 Life Event Gift * The top 10% highest gift-giving counts are in red 

 Casual Gift  
 

Sources: DNP “Research on Everyday Living and Gift Giving Situation” (June 2016, February 2017) 

 

In addition to above, as consumers’ orientation to health and awareness of food safety increase, 

the food markets for organic and natural foods are being thrust into the spotlight. In Europe and 

North America, such markets worth trillions of Yen each are forming and growing steadily, but in 

Japan, there have only been limited numbers of producers and retailers covering demand 

among smaller segments of consumers, and the area of farming land allocated to organic 

production is not even 1% of the total. However, there have been many incidents that have 

threatened the safety of Japanese agricultural produce and processed foods, which had 

previously been seen as “safe and trustworthy”, and the globalization of food is advancing, so 

views of organic foods and farming are changing. The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fisheries established its organic JAS standard in 2000, preventing the use of the term “organic” 

on organic produce and processed foods other than those from certified businesses, rated and 

labeled with the organic JAS mark. With the reform of the JAS system in 2017, there are calls for 

internationalizing the standard and for using JAS to strengthen Japan’s exports. Demand for 

agricultural produce and processed foods of high added value and for international trading is 

expected to keep on growing substantially in future. 

 

3) Samples of Success Case 

Case 1: Bulgur 

Bulgur was completely a new product in the Japanese market 5-6 years ago, but Duru 

(producer) exhibited in FOODEX Japan for 3 consecutive years and continued to conduct tasting 

events actively. Due to its highly nutritious features and texture that is favorable to the Japanese 

people, buyers of Kaldi Coffee Farm started to handle bulgur at their 350 stores in Japan. The 
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high potential of the product and strategies that were specifically planned for the Japanese 

market was one of the key factors that led to success. They did marketing activities and prepared 

marketing tools that focused on “healthy” and “time saving”, which are very appealing features 

both to housewives who cook and consumers. In addition to promoting the healthiness of bulgur 

(“low GI” and “whole grain”) by using clinical data, they also introduced recipes to consumers 

developed by Japanese chefs that were “time saving”, “healthy”, and “delicious”.  

    

 

Case 2: Turkish Hazelnuts Association 

Turkish Hazelnuts Association was established in 2000 in Japan and had conducted promotional 

events actively over the years. However, the Turkish authorities decided to close the association 

one and half year ago in early 2017. The association did food testing both in Turkey and Japan to 

introduce nutrition data to the Japanese consumers. They exhibited in FOODEX for several 

years and did B2B PR and joint projects with Japanese confectionery manufacturers. Despite 

those efforts, export volume to Japan did not grow as much as they expected. They persistently 

held on to their idea of “how hazelnuts should be consumed and eaten from Turkish-side angle 

and vision”, and doing PR from the Turkish point of view made it unappealing to the Japanese 

consumers. 

 

 “Low-carb” diet is very popular in recent years in Japan. Thanks to this trend, sales of “low-carb 

nuts” are growing. In the past, nuts were regarded as “typical snack of beer for ‘big buddy’ ” but 

now, it is a “healthy snack that contains fiber, omega-3 fatty acid, iron, zinc, and vitamin E” and 

popular among women. 

“Low-cab Nuts” are a product of Delta International that we visited previously. Since they are an 

importer, wholesaler, and manufacturer, they have a deeper analysis of consumer needs 

compared to other importers. By combining hazelnuts that were unfamiliar to the Japanese with 

other types of nuts, they were able to raise awareness of hazelnuts to general consumers. The 

key behind its success is marketing strategy that specifically targets the Japanese market. 
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Although the Hazelnuts Association did events planned by one of the leading advertising 

agencies in Japan, their PR strategy strongly held on to the Turkish way of “how hazelnuts 

should be consumed” and did not reach the general consumers in Japan.  

 

Reference data:  Quantity of Hazelnuts Imported from Turkey to Japan  (Unit: kg) 

2013 (722,090), 2014 (739,920), 2015 (692,285), 2016 (544,820), 2017(972,260) 

It is evaluated that total import volume in 2017 jumped mostly attributable to Delta International. 

 

 

               

 

 

IV.  Distribution Channel  
It is often pointed out that Japanese distribution channels for imports are complex and hard to 

understand. There are, for instance, some companies which are wholesalers but import goods 

and have trading company functions. Some large retailers have import business sections. But 

one of the major concerns for retailers is that if retailers do not work through trading companies 

or wholesalers, they bear heavy risks in the event of returns and defective products, so few 

retailers try direct overseas trading. Language problems and established trading practices play 

major parts. A standard flow of product distribution is as shown below. 
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V.  List of Importers, Wholesalers, GMC Contact List, Media & Press and Associations 

See a separate file. 
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