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Chapter 8 
Japanese Nonprofits and Advocacy Activities 
Sarajean Rossitto 
 
When one thinks of Japanese nonprofits and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
advocacy work might not readily come to mind. Despite the history of social 
movements and consumer groups, the current nonprofits boom almost seems 
separate from this activism. While other chapters of this book aim to cover the 
nonprofit sector focusing on service, support and collaboration, this chapter aims to 
look at activism and its impact in the development of advocacy in Japan. This chapter 
touches on obstacles and challenges while at the same time highlighting some 
successful cases. Basic information on advocacy in Japan and social perceptions 
about social activism is outlined and followed by concrete examples of organizations 
and campaigns illustrate the past and possible future uses of advocacy techniques.  
 
What’s in a Word? 
 
We start with understanding of what advocacy is and there are differing definitions 
and it is manifested in diverse ways. Advocacy is among those tools developed as 
part of proactive strategies for dealing with social problems in the same vein as 
community organizing and direct action. It results from an awakening to the 
understanding that providing service or assistance is not enough to solve social 
problem and that actual policies determine conditions. Advocacy deals with attacking 
the root causes of problems by going straight to decision makers to an impact on the 
issues. Advocacy happens at multiple levels, can use legal mechanisms and may or 
may not involve those who suffer from the infringement. Policy and reform are to 
better society is a main assumption behind advocacy. 

Looking at advocacy in this light reinforces how hard it has been to define 
concretely in one word in other languages, including Japanese, French and Italian 
that lack an equivalent. This leads to laborious explanations or to adopting the 
English word. Among the various explanations in Japanese the legal reform aspect is 
often the strongest.  
 
The Study of Nonprofits and the Relevance of History 
 
Services vs. activism  
Without an understanding of some of the basic issues and background information 
on the development of civil society in Japan, it is easy to walk away with the feeling 
there is no basis for advocacy. In the current study of nonprofits in Japan, the work of 
civil society organizations is generally divided into two categories: service provision 
and activism or advocacy. The two are taught separately. By limiting the roles of 
nonprofits and NGOs to two categories it not only limits a deep understanding of the 
diverse roles nonprofit organizations play but it also creates an unnatural dichotomy.  

Under the well-known and widespread understanding of service provision, 
there has been much discussion of nonprofit role in social welfare, support for youth, 
the homeless, women, elders and other vulnerable populations. Under this heading 
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too has come the debate and discussion on topics such as nonprofit collaboration 
with government entities, community development, corporate partnership 
development and/or issue awareness raising. 

In direct contrast to this is undo, or movement, which has a rich history. Such 
social activism may be seen as the precursors today’s advocacy. The term implies 
several things. The first being autonomous from the government, and some view this 
as meaning in opposition to the government. The other important element is that 
through such activism such organizations are to serve as agents for social change. 
The social reformer role of nonprofit and NGOs has been downplayed in Japan for a 
few reasons explored below. 
 
Social movements 
Citizens groups flourished in the 1960-70’s as part of a broader movement of 
activism, which focused on quality of life issues and social problems that came as a 
result of rapid economic development. Environmental issues became part of the daily 
news. The peace movement was also strong in Japan. There was activism against 
US-Japan Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security and anti-Vietnam War activists 
were also quite visible. Groups at this time worked in opposition to the government 
with intentions to better society. 

During the 1970’s, while Burakumin and women's rights groups attempted to 
gain social parity, they were not taken seriously. Marginalized groups from Japan 
used international pressure to influence government policy around rights issues. 
Although activists were not viewed by the government as having much legitimacy, 
they were able to make use of the international spotlight to garner attention – via UN 
country hearings – and in this way grassroots concerns were heard. The signing of 
the international human rights treaties put pressure on the Japanese government to 
follow-up with domestic rights legislation, if only for the sake of keeping in step with 
the west. Such techniques were used in Japan with respect to the passing of the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL).  
 
Public Opinion and Social Consciousness 
 
Social stigma  
Given this backdrop of ideological and visible social movements of the period, 
however came a stigma. Such groups were seen to be sometimes violent, too 
political and/or not concerned about society at large, which at the time was in the 
process of rapid economic growth that was viewed by many to be for the benefit of all. 
A negative impression lingered on in the minds of the general public, and created a 
feeling that people who were involved in such activism were on the fringes of society 
and out of touch.  From this derived the perception that there is no point for 
interaction between mainstream society and groups involved in undo. Those growing 
up at this time were even told that people engaged in such activities were dangerous, 
strange or to be avoided.  

In reflection this makes advocacy difficult - as such social change work is 
seen as distant and not something that most people can engage in. This is not based 
on ideas about the effectiveness or value of policies for which they advocated but is 
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more closely related to the basis that there was no common space for dialogue 
between the activist and non-activist citizens.   
 
Public consciousness 
Despite the difficulty in measuring this accurately, public awareness of their own 
power may also have an effect on the use of advocacy techniques. In the US, despite 
low voter turnout and low confidence in government, people tend to have a strong 
consciousness of being a taxpayer and voter and this allows for a space for dialogue 
and social activism. The lack of this consciousness partially due to structural reasons 
described in the chapter on tax issues also inhibits advocacy, as people may be less 
likely to see the government or national budget as having any relationship to them. 
For example, citizens may talk about the misuse of government funds in terms of 
wasted government money rather than abuse of their own tax money. 

In Japan we do not have a strong awareness that NGOs and nonprofits are 
an entry point for people to be involved in social change and the betterment of 
conditions overall. If people have a negative impression of activism then it is harder 
for nonprofits and NGOs to be engaged in such work. This becomes a vicious cycle. 
If they are not engaged in advocacy for change then citizens do not expect it, which 
in turn makes it hard for organizations to do.  
 
Applications of Advocacy 
 
Let us now highlight cases where advocacy has been used to affect change in Japan.  
Techniques and issues were diverse however they all involved the public applying 
pressure on the government to bring about some form of change. 
 
Consumerism 
Consumerism has a vibrant history in Japan. For years, private citizen’s groups have 
focused areas such as insisting on the accurate labeling of products, and more 
recently have opposed genetically modified foods. This has not been done in a social 
change or citizens rights dialogue but with focus on what is better for people and for 
our children. This is not so vastly different from some of the language used to 
mobilize everyday citizens into grassroots activism by groups like Jobs with Justice 
and ACORN in the US. Consumer activism seems to be one area where the negative 
image has generally eluded them. The lack of stigma may arise from multiple factors 
such as the membership of some groups being made up mainly of housewives, not 
those viewed as marginal persons, their methods, which were not highly antagonistic 
and/or the lack of an ideology for broader based social change. 

 
Nonprofit incorporation law of 1998 
Other chapters of this book better explain the significance of the content of 1998 Law 
to Promote Specified Nonprofit Activities. However from an advocacy standpoint, the 
law is more significant because of the way in which it was brought about. The 
development of the law has been heralded as the first dialog between parties, 
government and citizens. Citizen leaders worked together for three years to bring 
about the development of the law. Groups banded together under the leadership of 



 4 

C’s for three phases of activity - raising awareness through discussion sessions, 
lobbying politicians with proposals for new nonprofit incorporation legislation and 
pressuring bureaucrats on drafting the necessary documentation. They specifically 
targeted younger Diet members and bureaucrats. Given the level of citizen 
involvement, some believe this to be the first time the third sector was fully involved 
in a campaign to enact new legislation.  

It would be naïve to state that the only reason for the creation and 
promulgation of the 1998 was due to a citizen’s advocacy campaign. Context and 
timing are also important for understanding the dynamics. From the 1980’s many 
individuals and groups had been studying the US nonprofit incorporation system and 
developing their own ideas of what they wanted in Japan. In mid 1990’s, there were 
also a series of debacles, which slowly eroded public trust. Nuclear power accidents, 
the spread of the O-157 virus, and the HIV tainted blood product scandal all made 
small cracks in the public’s faith and the Kobe Earthquake shattered what remained. 
It is also significant that in 1993, the Liberal Democratic Party lost its 55-year 
monopoly on power and that Japan was lead by a three party coalition government, 
which included the Liberal Democrats, Social Democrats and Sakigake. The nonprofit 
law suited their needs as it supported their platform for decentralizing government. 
Naturally, they hoped that it would also buy them public support. 
 
Information disclosure 
Much has been written about the importance of citizen input for the development of 
the information disclosure law. The impetus for the creation of such legislation 
germinated after the Prime Minister Tanaka-Lockheed bribery scandal and this 
resulted in the Japan Civil Liberties Union (JCLU) developing a proposal in the early 
1980s. Local citizens group were also actively involved in engaging government 
officials on the need for an information disclosure laws as part of the consumers 
activities. This resulted in the creation of local ordinances, which varied greatly and 
often allowed for a great deal of local official discretion. 

Over time however, more local governments passed similar laws and there 
was a growing demand by the general public for a national standard. Citizens at the 
local and national levels maintained pressure for several years before being heard. It 
was not until the 1990’s that citizens were able to band together to push successfully 
for a national law on information disclosure that finally came into affect at the 
beginning of the 21st century. 

Again timing was an integral part and contributed to citizens’ power in 
campaign success. Besides the previously mentioned factors, the outing of 
entertainment slush funds and other reports of misuse of government money fueled 
people’s call for a more transparent government.   
 
These cases are not meant to show that advocacy is a regular practice by nonprofits 
and NGOs or that it is carried out in the highly professional manner in a country like 
the US. They intend to show that it does and can happen despite the negative social 
stigma and small scale of the organizations that exist. In these cases campaigns are 
driven by people’s commitment and persistence. 
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The Role of Advocacy in Organizations Today 
 
That being said there is little statistical data on how many groups have advocacy as 
part of their strategic plans and what types of advocacy is actually taking place. So 
where is advocacy now in Japan?  

Many NGOs list some type of advocacy work and social activism while many 
organization that define themselves as “NPOs" do not. One can find numerous 
websites and brochures of organizations that have included advocacy and social 
activism as part of their activities. But it is impossible to have concrete numbers due 
to the fact that few organizations are solely focused on advocacy since it is a tool and 
not an end in and of itself. Advocacy also manifests itself in Japan as it does in other 
nations through a wide range of issues and types of organizations, from consumers 
groups to human rights NGOs, from child protection nonprofits to information access 
associations, from privacy protection groups to environmental regulation NGOs, from 
ODA reform coalitions to legal assistance groups. 

Quite a few international organizations are engaged in advocacy work in 
Japan including Greenpeace, Amnesty International Japan (AIJ), Oxfam Japan and 
RESULTS Japan. All aimed to develop political will to take action on their issues and 
have histories of advocacy at the international, national and grassroots levels in other 
countries. These organizations have followed many of the basic tenets of western 
style advocacy campaigns wile adapting the methods to address the Japanese 
context. 

But there are also diverse homegrown examples of non-government 
organizations using advocacy-based strategies. The International Movement Against 
all forms of Discrimination and Racism (IMADR) is one of the few organizations that 
has been able to successfully make the transition from a social movement 
organization to a modern NGO retaining its social activism roots. The Africa Japan 
Forum (AJF), which serves as an umbrella for organizations involved in development 
work in Africa, has been engaged in various forms of advocacy. And the Japan 
International Volunteer Center (JVC) has long advocated for ODA reform. 
 
Challenges, Next Steps and Observations 
 
Organizations face many challenges but there are also many possibilities for 
advocacy in Japan. The openness of young people, who have not had the bias 
against undo, makes the development of activism and advocacy more likely. However, 
we are only at the point at which people want to do “something” with NGOs and this 
“something” is not very clear. Leadership in this area is fundamentally important in 
order to steer them towards social change activism.  

Like elsewhere, Japanese nonprofits and NGOs face challenges, including 
the lack of funds, leadership and professionalism. These problems are closely 
intertwined as a limited budget allows for few staff, which also creates few 
opportunities for skill and leadership development. The great reliance on volunteers 
with limited professional skills and/or work experience has lead to the development of 
many nonprofit management programs, but it is also time to focus on social change 
skills development in areas such as organizing and advocacy. First must come the 
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recognition that these are required, systematic skills. 
 
The past negative image of undo combined with a general lack of understanding of 
the nonprofit sector has inhibited the development of a place for interaction between 
social change oriented nonprofits and the general public.  However by illustrating a 
few examples of such work, it seems that there are individuals and people that value 
advocacy already, it is just not widespread or common practice. This is partially due 
to the stigma behind social activism, and the dichotomous way in which the work of 
service provision is taught and the was nonprofits are divided in to those that work 
domestically vs. those that work internationally  

The growth in the profile of NGOs is indeed significant, but we should remain 
skeptical as to how much power NGOs can actually wield unless they work actively 
to build grassroots and social support. Advocacy is one technique, which can be 
used for not only reaching organizations goals but also for helping make individuals 
aware of their own power and developing a base of support in which organizations 
can flourish. 
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