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Abstract
In Japan, convenience store operators have hailed their stores as “social infrastruc-
ture.” Policy makers have acknowledged this role, striving to involve the private 
sector in the process of strengthening communities, especially in light of Japan’s 
greatest societal challenge: its rapidly aging population. Convenience store compa-
nies have also earned such recognition through their responses to natural disasters. 
This is, however, somewhat paradoxical, since their just-in-time business model is 
in principle highly vulnerable to such events. This article introduces the case of the 
Japanese convenience store to demonstrate how responding to grand societal chal-
lenges can—beyond demonstrating corporate social responsibility or striving for 
legitimacy—become an essential part of corporate business models. It argues that 
such an approach creates the need for higher-level capabilities and increases the 
number of involved stakeholders, and concludes that this might throw previously 
successful business models off balance.

Keywords Japan · Convenience stores · Societal grand challenges · Disaster · Aging 
society

Introduction: “the lights are always on”

The question of how business and management react to and can contribute to 
solving "grand societal challenges" has increasingly become the focus of man-
agement research (Ferraro et  al., 2015; George et  al., 2016). Grand challenges 
are defined as substantial unresolved problems that affect large populations 
(i.e., those that extend beyond single organizations or communities), have a 
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considerable and mostly negative impact on human life, and do not lend them-
selves to easy solutions (Ferraro et al., 2015). Grand societal challenges include 
issues such as poverty reduction, environmental protection, or reducing inequal-
ity (George et al., 2016). In Japan, the focus of this article, an aging population 
and disaster resilience stand out as key issues: the two are also interconnected, 
insofar as achieving disaster resilience is especially difficult in areas where popu-
lations are aging and shrinking, and where the provision of goods and services 
by public and private actors has become increasingly difficult, even under normal 
circumstances.

Among retail formats, the convenience store (CVS) is Japan’s most dynamic, hav-
ing grown by the year 2019 to encompass a total of 56,500 stores (METI, 2020a), 
90% of which are controlled by just three dominant corporations. Stores are open 
24 hours a day, are typically around 130 square meters in size, and carry an assort-
ment of approximately 3000 articles, most of which are intended for quick consump-
tion (daily delivered food, 36%; processed food, 27%; non-food, 30%; and services, 
7%). Customers spend about 650 yen per store visit (JFA 2020). Introduced in the 
early 1970s, and having initially enjoyed popularity mostly among young consumers 
suddenly able to satisfy immediate needs at any time of the day or night (Larke & 
Causton, 2005), CVSs have since become widely recognized, and are marketed not 
as just another retail store but as an essential part of Japan’s social infrastructure. 
Operators emphasize the role their stores play in supporting society and strengthen-
ing community resilience. Lawson—the third largest company in Japan, with a net-
work of about 14,500 stores—states in its 2016 annual report:

Identified today as the fourth component of infrastructure after electricity, 
gas and water, the convenience store is recognized as an essential presence 
in every region. The lights are always on at Lawson, a situation with signifi-
cance for community safety. In the event of a major disaster, we will partner 
with the local government to serve as a lifeline. (Lawson Inc., 2016, p. 9)

Lawson illustrates its claims with a chart titled “Contribute as Infrastructure to 
Regional Society,” ambitiously identifying a wide variety of roles and tasks its 
stores might fulfill: serving as a lifeline in times of disaster, or functioning as 
a crime prevention center; supporting agricultural undertakings, greening activi-
ties, and energy conservation and production; offering home delivery services 
and mobile sales; housing an attached nursing care center; and providing health 
and childcare support (Lawson Inc., 2016). Yet some of these suggestions imme-
diately invite skepticism. For example, at first sight, it seems logical for Japan’s 
56,500 CVSs, which now often prove to be the shopping option nearest to peo-
ples’ workplaces and homes, to play a major role in times of disaster. However, 
a look at the business model of the CVS shows that outlets have very limited 
storage space beyond what can be stored on their shelves. Merchandise largely 
consists of ready-to-eat products that are prepared on demand, and require both 
refrigeration and several temperature-controlled deliveries each day.

This raises the question of why CVS companies engage with Japan’s grand 
societal challenges at all. Do companies just want to brand themselves as 
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responsible citizens (CSR), or has engagement with these challenges become an 
essential element of their business models? If the latter, what consequences does 
this have for management?

To answer these questions, this article combines institutional, capability, and 
stakeholder perspectives. It focuses on a critical incident, the Great Eastern Japan 
Earthquake of 2011, to establish the capabilities of the business model of the CVS, 
as well as its limitations, both generally and in times of sudden, unpredictable cri-
sis and shock. After consideration of this case, it outlines how CVSs have become 
engaged with Japan’s demographic crisis, a development that is not a sudden shock 
but is nonetheless severe in its consequences for society and economy. In discussing 
both developments, the article demonstrates how making engagement with societal 
challenges a core element of business models, rather than just mere CSR, necessi-
tates the development of higher-level capabilities in terms of communication, flexi-
bility, and diversity. In addition, the article shows how societal engagement increases 
the number of stakeholders, which can have a potentially destabilizing effect on the 
relevant business models.

Societal grand challenges and business engagement

For Japan, its aging population poses the most significant societal challenge. In 
2018, 28% of the population was above 65 years of age, and this figure is expected 
to reach 35% by 2040—a development that is progressing much faster outside of 
Japan’s metropolitan regions. In peripheral Akita Prefecture, the proportion of peo-
ple above 65 years old has reached 36% already; more than half of its population 
will be above 65 years old by 2045 (Cabinet Office, 2019a).

An aging populations has often been listed among grand societal challenges 
(Chand & Tung, 2014), but in management studies, it has mainly received attention 
for its consequences on human resources management (Kulik et  al., 2014, 2016). 
But, although Japan’s aging population has led to many labor market issues (e.g., 
Martine & Jaussad, 2018; Harada et  al., 2019), it has also led to significant chal-
lenges with regards to the provision of public and commercial services and goods in 
local communities, where aging is correlated with shrinking populations (Matanle 
& Saito, 2010; Ishihara, 2011). Shops are closing in greater and greater numbers, 
and municipalities, faced with both lower tax incomes and demands from the cen-
tral government to become financially independent, struggle to provide services to 
their citizens (Elis, 2011; Ishiguro, 2014; Kawabata et al., 2010). This development 
began in Japan’s periphery, but has been finding its way to the fringes of metropoli-
tan areas (Capitanio, 2018; Kaido & Tsuruta, 2012; Yui et al. 2017). A discussion of 
possible solutions has ensued, and while proposed configurations differ, there seems 
to be some consensus that any solution will have to involve collaboration between 
private and public actors, and that the retail sector should play a significant role.

This links to Japan’s second grand challenge: natural disasters. Due to its geo-
graphic location and topography, Japan is among the nations most vulnerable to nat-
ural disasters, such as heavy seasonal rain, typhoons, earthquakes, or even volcanic 
eruptions. In recent years, Japan has been subject to a series of such disasters, such 
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as the earthquakes in Hokkaido (1993), Kobe (1995), Tohoku (2011), and Kyushu 
(2016), as well as extremely heavy rain fronts and typhoons followed by severe 
flooding in 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2019 (Cabinet Office, 2019b). These disasters 
have been especially felt in Japan’s peripheral regions, which often have elderly and 
shrinking populations. In order to improve disaster response and resilience, the Japa-
nese government, prefectures, and municipalities have increasingly been looking at 
involving the private sector (Cabinet Office, 2017).

Research on business engagement with grand challenges has pointed to the need 
to look at the motivations, capabilities, and stakeholders involved. While many com-
panies get involved in such challenges only for the purpose of conveying a sense of 
corporate responsibility and philanthropy, some companies react to these challenges 
by making changes to their core business models. Hamann et al. (2020) recommend 
more research on such cases. In their own efforts to analyze the motives and actions 
of socially engaged companies, they draw upon Bansal and Roth’s (2000) model 
of responsiveness to ecological challenges, which differentiates corporate motiva-
tions into competitiveness (responsiveness as a means to increase corporate advan-
tages and, eventually, profitability), legitimation (compliance with rules, norms 
and expectations), and responsibility (concern with social obligations and values). 
Hamann et  al. (2020), however, find the above categorization inadequate for the 
purposes of explaining corporate activities that seek to strengthen local resilience. 
Instead, they explain such activities as performed with the intention of protecting 
place-specific corporate resources. The authors argue that societal challenges put 
companies’ place-specific resources at risk, and that, because policy makers and the 
public sector often fail to address these challenges, companies may decide to tackle 
them by themselves.

Indeed, Japanese CVS companies present their operations as being able to con-
tribute to responses to the gradually developing issues of an aging population and 
(consequently) declining local populations, as well as providing preparedness and 
relief in the eventuality of sudden disruptive events, such as Japan’s frequent natural 
disasters. Concerning disaster preparedness and relief, there is a growing discourse 
that highlights the potential contributions of the private sector (Ballesteros et  al., 
2017; Ergun et al., 2010, 2013; Horwitz, 2009; Martin & Williams, 2014; McKnight 
& Linnenluecke, 2016, 2019; Stewart et al., 2009). Ballesteros et al. (2017) argue 
that corporate players have, when compared to the public sector, unique capabilities. 
Following Teece (2007), they see these in “sens[ing] threats and diagnos[ing] areas 
of critical need following disaster…, seiz[ing] upon opportunities to respond, and 
quickly reconfigur[ing] routines and resources to do so effectively” (1683).

Capabilities differ by business model, with some businesses coping better or able 
to contribute more than others in times of disaster (Tierney, 2006). Individual com-
panies or business models can possess capabilities or characteristics that increase 
their resilience to crises, or benefit the recovery of their operations. These can be 
seen as "facilitators." Facilitators can be the result of active planning with crisis 
in mind, but they might also exist as part of an overall business strategy or busi-
ness model, and only retrospectively be recognized as having had a positive impact 
on crisis resilience and recovery. Conversely, some companies or certain business 
models can possess characteristics that make them especially vulnerable to crisis, or 
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especially likely to impede the recovery process; these can be seen as "inhibitors." 
Of course, it is possible for companies or business models to have strengths in some 
areas and weaknesses in others.

McKnight and Linnenluecke (2016) link firm-level resilience and community 
resilience. They use a stakeholder approach to argue that, in preparing and respond-
ing to disasters, companies find themselves on a continuum between a firm-centric 
focus on primary stakeholders (supply chain partners and customers), which aims to 
restore competitiveness, and a community-centric focus, which prioritizes employ-
ees, customers, and community members in need. They see the second approach as 
advantageous in building goodwill with customers, as well as maintaining relation-
ships with governmental and non-governmental agencies (see also Carden, 2009; 
Horwitz, 2009; Stewart et al., 2009).

Disaster situations also present opportunities for firms to connect with customers 
(Liu et al., 2012). In such situations, people may come to first realize their depend-
ence on retailers, and to more fully appreciate those that manage to keep operations 
running. The availability of retail stores also plays an important role in the mental 
recovery process of people who judge recovery and return to normality by whether 
they have been able to resume their lives as consumers (Liu et  al., 2012). Conse-
quently, Liu et  al. (2012) argue that public actors should help retailers to reopen 
stores quickly.

Japanese CVSs have been characterized by their operators as contributing to two 
different grand societal challenges: disasters, which are sudden and require resil-
ience, and an aging population, which requires long-term, sustainable systems for 
the provision of goods and service. Based on the above review of the literature, this 
article asks about (a) the motivations of CVS operators in getting involved in grand 
challenges, (b) their capabilities to do so, and (c) the possible obstacles companies 
face in making their responses to grand societal challenges a core part of their busi-
ness models.

This research looks at developments over time in one industry, and asks how the 
business model in this industry has changed. In doing so, it examines both actual 
change and the discourse among stakeholders. Relevant findings are drawn from 
a variety of sources, including newspaper reports, annual reports by companies, 
reports by policy makers, case studies by Japanese academics, and content from 
Japan’s major industry journals and newspapers. These publications take up with 
the current developments in the industry, and also enable insights into underlying 
discourses.

In order to further the discussion of the role of CVSs in Japan’s grand societal 
challenges, the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake of 2011 is introduced as a criti-
cal incident. In virtue of its large scale, the earthquake put significant strain on the 
retail sector. For the CVS, specifically, the earthquake occurred shortly after the 
industry had publicly declared its operations to be part of social infrastructure in 
2009. Operators therefore used the earthquake to demonstrate and reflect on their 
own capabilities. In the year following the 2011 earthquake, industry publications 
reported extensively on the disaster and its consequences for retailing, even dedi-
cating special issues to the topic. About 450 pages of coverage from this year were 
collected and analyzed for major themes. Content included field reports immediately 
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after the earthquake, coverage of press conferences, interviews or panel discussions 
with industry leaders, case studies of single companies, stores, or shopping cent-
ers, projections of consumer trends, reports about the responses of manufacturers 
or logistics providers, expert opinions, and more conceptual and normative articles 
providing advice on how to improve logistics or risk management. A closer look at 
the motivations and tone of the reporting on the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake 
shows that this large scale disaster was not just being reported as a disruptive event. 
Instead, many writers recognized it as an opportunity for a more general reflection 
on the state of Japan’s retail and distribution sector, and especially on its strengths 
and weaknesses, as well as its current and future role in society and economy. In 
addition to publications focusing specifically on the retail sector, Nikkei Telecom—
the database of Nikkei Inc., Japan’s leading publisher of business newspapers—was 
systematically searched for information on the involvement of CVSs with both dis-
asters and Japan’s aging society1.

Evolving business model of convenience stores in Japan

Since introduced into Japan in the early 1970s, the business model of the CVS has 
continuously evolved. In the following, this development will be described, focus-
ing on changes in stakeholders, capabilities, and the societal discourse surrounding 
CVSs (Chart 1).

When CVSs were first introduced, Japan’s traditional retail infrastructure was 
still relatively intact. While in the US, CVSs had developed to complement super-
markets that were either located too far away from people’s homes or too large for 
quick shopping, in Japan most people still had stores selling necessities close to 
their homes, and used them on a daily basis. Thus, the introduction of CVSs based 
on the US business model initially met with significant skepticism from potential 
suppliers, and indeed even within the very companies that introduced the CVS to 
Japan (SIJ 1992; Koyama, 1993). Japan’s CVS companies still succeeded, but only 
after significantly adapting their business models from those developed in the US, as 
well as learning how to appeal to a new customer group: adolescents, students, and 
young singles, who began to demand snacks and beverages for quick consumption 
at all times of the night and day, nearby or on their routes between homes, places 
of education, or work (Kawabe, 2013; Larke & Causton, 2005; Meyer-Ohle, 2003). 
A significant success factor in the introduction of the CVS was the application of 
the franchise model. Franchisees were initially mostly small retailers who converted 
their stores into CVSs, thereby providing the franchise operators with retail expe-
rience, shop locations, some acceptance in local communities and, when convert-
ing liquor stores, the otherwise difficult to get license to sell alcohol. In addition 

1 The articles from this newspaper database are referenced only in the text with date and page num-
ber: as NKS = Nihon Keizai Shinbun (if not stated otherwise morning (date-e = evening edition) and main 
edition, otherwise regional edition as stated, e-(electronic) edition, or sokuhō (breaking news) as stated, 
NMJ = Nikkei MJ (Marketing Journal), NSS = Nikkei Sangyō Shinbun.
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to building close relationships with franchisees, CVS chains invested in developing 
a procurement and delivery infrastructure, which required significant cooperation 
from suppliers, who had to be convinced to make frequent small lot deliveries to 
stores. Here it helped that CVS chains had been established by the then-dominant 
superstore chains, thus ensuring that CVSs did not need to build relationships from 
scratch. Striving to make CVSs profitable for franchisees as well as suppliers, CVS 
headquarters made significant investments and innovations in information systems 
to help shop owners predict demand, and to help suppliers plan their deliveries 
(Yahagi, 1994). In the initial period of their development, companies thus displayed 
a firm-centric orientation. Pursuing an untested business model that required major 
adjustments, companies paid close attention to the situation of their two main stake-
holders, franchisees and suppliers.

In the following growth period, from the 1980s onwards, CVS chains increas-
ingly began to compete with each other, and also recognized first limitations to 
future growth due to their focus on young and single consumers. To draw more 
customers and utilize their advanced IT infrastructure, companies gradually intro-
duced new services in collaboration with other businesses, such as the payment of 

Chart 1  Development of discourses, business model and stakeholders. Chart created by the author
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utilities charges, event ticket sales, or parcel collection. Later, companies began to 
differentiate store brands more clearly by developing products exclusive to their 
stores, often in close collaboration with manufacturers. The latter found such col-
laborations attractive not only due to the significant sales of convenience stores, but 
also because of the detailed customer data that CVS companies collected, as well 
as their young consumer base, both of which allowed for quick market testing. In 
the 1990s, the convenience store sector also increasingly developed into a competi-
tion among three leading companies, Seven Eleven, Lawson, and FamilyMart, espe-
cially once Japan’s large trading companies bought controlling stakes in FamilyMart 
and Lawson (Marutschke, 2012; Yahagi, 1994). Working with manufacturers and 
service providers, the number of involved stakeholders expanded. Having become 
an established retail format with a significant share of overall retail sales, compa-
nies could increase their demands on franchisees and suppliers. This is evidenced 
by a heightened interest in the potential misuse of their growing power by Japan’s 
Fair Trade Commission. In 1998, it investigated Lawson for the way the company 
treated suppliers; in 2001, it charged CVS companies with providing deceptive 
information when recruiting new franchisees; and, in 2009, it warned Seven Eleven 
about its methods of charging royalties from franchisees (NKS, 17/04/1998:7; NKS, 
1/11/2001:38; NKS, 20/02/2009-e:17; Nogimura, 2015).

Apart from its treatment of franchisees and suppliers, the CVS faced criticism for 
contributing to uniform urban landscapes, selling unhealthy food, promoting eating 
away from families, offering hangouts for young people, providing easy access to 
tobacco, liquor, and pornographic magazines, and consuming vast amounts of elec-
tricity through continuous air-conditioning, intense refrigeration of products, and 
around-the-clock opening hours (Shigeru & Araki, 2008; Nogimura, 2015; Nishida 
& Yamamoto, 2015; Ishihara, 2019). Finally, while CVS chains generated signifi-
cant sales and profits, the franchisee model ensured that this resulted in only low 
local tax contributions. The significant royalties paid to headquarters are deductible 
as costs, and the remaining income is accounted for separately, often by relatively 
lowly taxed individual franchisees (NKS Osaka, 12/3/2007-e:29).

Eventually, the industry decided to frame their store networks as a part of social 
infrastructure. In May 2009, the industry issued its “Convenience Stores as Social 
Infrastructure Declaration,” promising to engineer CVSs that are friendly to the 
environment and contribute to the safety and security of communities, as well as to 
the vitalization of local economies (JFA, 2011). Significantly, although the declara-
tion promised to pursue various new initiatives, it also demanded more cooperation 
between companies so as to better publicize what was perceived as the existing posi-
tive contributions of CVSs.

The 2011 great eastern Japan earthquake

People became suddenly distressed when the retail functions that had sup-
ported people’s lives were abruptly disrupted. Retailers, just thinking of busi-
ness efficiency, had prioritized frequent small lot deliveries, convenience stores 
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had reduced stocks to its minimum, in times of emergency logistics stopped 
and this became a hurdle to sales. (Nishikawa, 2011, p. 74)

On March 11, 2011, a powerful earthquake struck Japan. The epicenter of the earth-
quake was off the northeastern coast, near Sendai, but it was so strong that it also 
brought all transport in Tokyo to a standstill. The earthquake triggered a tsunami 
that flooded large areas along the coast, which together killed about 16,000 people, 
with more than 2500 people remaining unaccounted for. A meltdown of reactors at 
the Fukushima nuclear power plant soon followed, eventually leading to the mass 
evacuation of people from the surrounding areas.

The earthquake caused significant damage and disruptions in a large area extend-
ing across eastern Japan. It destroyed or damaged people’s homes, transport infra-
structure, and businesses. In the CVS sector, only 320 of the 918 stores that Seven 
Eleven operated across the most affected prefectures managed to remain open on 
March 11 itself, a number that rose to 524 by March 14, 575 by March 21, and 
reached 826 by March 28 (Seven Eleven: no year). Similarly, reports show that Law-
son had about 310 of its 390 stores operating again by March 23, and FamilyMart 
about 190 of its 250 stores (NKS, 24/3/2011:10).

Yet stores had to reopen with limited product supply, since CVSs, due to lim-
ited storage space and a high proportion of fresh merchandise, relied on three to 
four deliveries a day (Etoh, 2013; Nishikawa, 2011). Freshly prepared food items 
like salads, lunch sets, or sushi are typically prepared and delivered with a lead 
time of only 10  h; for processed food items, the lead time is just 7  h (Namiki, 
2011). To maintain an image of freshness, companies label products with very 
short best-before dates, a policy that proved highly problematic when products no 
longer reached stores as scheduled (Kamei, 2011). In supplying stores, companies 
experienced the breakdown of supply lines through damaged distribution centers 
and production facilities, but also through bottlenecks such as a severe shortage 
of gasoline for transport vehicles. The disaster led to immediate power outages at 
stores and distribution centers, and, later, regular scheduled outages to cope with 
energy shortages. This led to a breakdown of communication systems, leaving 
companies uncertain about supplies required at production facilities and stores 
(TRC, 2012; Seven Eleven: no year). There were even reports of supplies being 
shifted away from disaster areas, when the algorithms of automated order sys-
tems interpreted the lack of data from affected areas as a drop in demand. At the 
same time, systems were registering increased demand from other parts of Japan, 
where consumers were hoarding products (Hayashi, 2011). Consequently, the 
president of a leading food wholesaler, Kokubu, described Japan’s food logistics 
system as “fragile as glass” (Gekiryu Magazine, June 2011:69). This assessment 
of the Japanese distribution system as vulnerable largely mirrors conclusions in 
the general literature on supply chains and disasters, with many supply chains the 
world over having moved towards small lot, just-in-time fulfilment (Christopher 
& Peck, 2004; Lederman et al., 2009).

While it took companies several months to recover their original logistics infra-
structure and supply levels (TRC 2012), companies managed to restore some product 
supply to stores much earlier by utilizing their nation-wide transport and distribution 
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center infrastructure, as well as their strong relationships with major food manu-
facturers and importers. Companies restored coverage by shifting the boundaries of 
areas served by still-operating centers outwards into the disaster areas. Seven Eleven 
was thus able to restore its normal frequency of three deliveries per day to many 
of its stores as soon as two weeks after the disaster, and with 80% of its original 
product range. This fast recovery was attributed to the fact that Seven Eleven had, 
together with its supply partners, set up a network of production facilities that exclu-
sively supplied to its stores, thus ensuring that the company did not have to compete 
with other retailers for supplies. It took Lawson and FamilyMart two weeks longer 
to increase delivery frequency from once to twice daily (NKS E-edition, 30/6/2011; 
NKS, 7/4/2011:3). Companies also profited from the individual initiative of fran-
chisees, many of whom reopened stores with whatever merchandise was available. 
Some store owners managed to find alternative supply sources, and while normally 
franchise headquarters tightly control the merchandise handled by franchisees, fran-
chisees were praised for their initiative after the disaster (Shokuhin Shōgyō May 
2011; Seven & I Holdings, 2011).

In summary, the CVS operations of the leading companies displayed weaknesses 
in terms of disaster readiness, many of which were inherent to the CVS business 
model. However, when restoring operations, companies subsequently demonstrated 
considerable strengths and flexibility (Table 1). While just-in-time supply systems 
were inhibitors, nation-wide logistics and supply systems, as well as strong collabo-
rative relationships with suppliers and manufacturers, served as facilitators. Reports 
on the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake also emphasize how the leadership, initia-
tive, and sacrifice of individual franchise owners had been instrumental to overcom-
ing difficulties. This led to proposals that store operation manuals be shortened, and 
employees and franchisees further empowered, so as to increase resilience to disas-
ter situations (Konbini, May 2011; Sakurai, 2011). This can be interpreted as a call 
for increased dynamic capabilities in a context in which actors had become highly 
reliant on, and even somewhat proud of, the existence of automated and routinized 
procedures. In spite of this, companies began to look at how they could improve 
their capabilities to sense threats quickly and appropriately, to reconfigure systems 
accordingly—for example, by changing from pull- to push-based supply systems—
and even, when possible, to recognize opportunities that might accompany such 
situations.

Since 2011, companies have made significant efforts to increase the disaster 
resilience of their operations. Focusing on bottlenecks first identified during the 
disaster, companies have tried to address them by, for example, equipping stores 
with emergency energy backup, ensuring the provision of sufficient gasoline for 
delivery vehicles, increasing supply sources for bottled drinking water, or prepar-
ing emergency plans with logistics partners for quickly shifting products to where 
they are most needed. Companies have also reviewed their production and distri-
bution center networks to reduce dependence on single facilities, and to increase 
capacity for emergency situations (NKS sokuhō, 2/6/2012; NMJ, 23/1/2013:5; 
NMJ, 28/11/2012:5; MLIT 2015; Nikkan Kōgyō Shinbun, 31/5/2016). Yet, due 
to a business model that centers on freshness and just-in-time deliveries, CVSs’ 
ability to regain quick access to stores after disasters remains crucial. In light 
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of this, companies have strengthened their cooperation with public actors, here 
building on calls by both ministerial advisory committees and business associa-
tions for an increased integration of the relief efforts of public and private actors 
(KSKK, 2015; NKS, 26/4/2016:13; Keidanren, 2016). In June 2017, the Japa-
nese government added Japan’s leading retailers (among them the three largest 
CVS chains) to the Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act as “designated public 
organizations,” alongside utility, communication, and transport providers (METI, 
2017). The involvement of retailers and logistics companies followed an official 
decision by policy makers to change initial disaster response from a pull- to a 
push-based model, proactively “pushing” relief goods into disaster zones instead 
of waiting for “pull” signals. In July 2018, after large areas of western Japan had 
been hit by torrential rain, Japan’s Self-Defense Forces assisted in transporting 
CVS delivery vehicles across flooded areas, likely a first in disaster relief (The 
Sankei News, 22 July 2018).

The events of the 2011 disaster also helped companies gain acceptance as essen-
tial infrastructure providers in and by communities themselves. CVS companies 
assumed a highly visible role in the recovery process, and this role has come to 
occupy a much larger place in public memory than initial product supply issues. 
Companies conducted outreach to consumers through mobile or modular stores 
in newly erected temporary settlements, which also fulfilled communal functions 
(Asano, 2011). A store by FamilyMart, for example, was only one-third the size of 
a normal store, and carried fewer items, but offered a space for meetings. The store 
also rented out three small cars, had a small library of books and DVDs, and pro-
vided a space for town leadership to counsel citizens. To create links to the com-
munity, FamilyMart selected a store manager from a local family of shopowners 
(Asano, 2011). Seven Eleven activated plans for a mobile CVS. Once the stores were 
implemented, the company found that, although people in evacuation centers were 
generally well-cared for by governmental and volunteer organizations, their stores 
saw unexpected demand from people who had remained in their homes. The com-
pany also discovered high demand for liquor, confectionery, or cigarettes, items that 
were not included in public emergency supplies. A mobile store operator reported 
improved standing in the local community after the crisis, and claimed that custom-
ers who had not frequented his regular store began to do so after visiting the mobile 
store (Gekiryu Magazine, November 2011).

Assuming a role in solving long‑term challenges of an aging and shrinking 
population

In light of the issues that our country is struggling with, such as the shrinking 
and aging population, vitalization of the economy, the support and enhance-
ment of local communities, environmental issues, the expectations towards 
convenience stores are high. (Ministry of Economics, Trade and Industry 
[METI], 2014)

Graph 1 shows the dramatic change in the age composition of Japan’s population, 
and the growth of CVSs since their introduction in the 1970s. Since the mid-1990s, 
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the number of people between 15 and 30 years of age—the core group of CVS con-
sumers—has been decreasing, and the number of people above 65 has significantly 
increased, overtaking the number of consumers in the younger age groups in 2010. 
Companies hoping to grow further therefore had to find ways to develop new loca-
tions and widen their customer base. In terms of new locations, companies have 
significantly increased their engagement in non-metropolitan areas, which are often 
less densely inhabited areas with older populations (Table 2).

To appeal to elderly consumers, companies have begun to offer more fresh pro-
duce and ingredients for cooking meals at home, as well as products and meals pre-
ferred by elderly consumers—for example, by replacing meat with fish and vegeta-
bles (Kato, 2016). In addition, companies are experimenting with new services and 
new store formats:

• Seven Eleven has been running a meal delivery service, “Seven Meal,” since 
2000, and started offering home delivery of products in Hokkaido in 2017 (NKS, 
11/5/2018:13).
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Graph 1  Demographic development and development of number of convenience stores. Population data 
from Statistics Bureau of Japan, http:// www. stat. go. jp/ data/ jinsui/ 2. html. Store numbers from Survey on 
Franchise Chains at Japan Franchise Association, http:// www. jfa- fc. or. jp/ parti cle/ 29. html

Table 2  Inhabitants per convenience store of three dominant CVS Chains (2010 and 2019)

Calculations based on population data from Statistics Bureau of Japan, http:// www. stat. go. jp. Prefecture 
data for stores by Seven Eleven, FamilyMart and Lawson Todōfuken Dētā Rankingu (Prefectural Data 
Ranking) https:// uub. jp/ pdr/m/ seven. html

Prefectures Inhabitants per 
store

Ratio inhabitants above 
65 years old

2010 2019 2015 Projection 2040

Average across all 47 prefectures 4722 2455 28.3 37.2
Tokyo 3212 2017 22.7 33.5
Average of 3 most densely populated prefectures 

Tokyo, Osaka, Kanagawa (Yokohama)
3865 2327 24.3 34.8

Average of 10 least densely populated prefectures 5036 2409 30.8 40.0

http://www.stat.go.jp/data/jinsui/2.html
http://www.jfa-fc.or.jp/particle/29.html
http://www.stat.go.jp
https://uub.jp/pdr/m/seven.html
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• To cater to the elderly, Lawson promised to reduce salt content in its meals by 
20% between 2017 and 2021 (NMJ, 27/3/2019:11).

• Seven Eleven agreed to cooperate with Fukuoka Prefecture in providing elderly 
inhabitants with employment opportunities, e.g., hiring elderly people to deliver 
food to other elderly people, and to report on their wellbeing while doing so 
(NKS Kyushu, 26/6/2014-e:13).

• FamilyMart, in cooperation with Tokyo’s government, pledged to properly label 
low-nutrient meals in its 2400 stores in Tokyo to fight frailty in the elderly popu-
lation (NKS Tokyo, 1/11/2019:15).

• CVS operators, in cooperation with Osaka Prefecture, agreed to train employ-
ees to spot and support people with dementia who seem to be in trouble (NKS 
Osaka, 18/9/2015e:19).

• FamilyMart is opening stores with counseling counters for the elderly and their 
families, in collaboration with elderly care providers (NMJ, 8/3/2018:15).

• Lawson, together with a housing developer, set up a store equipped with a com-
munity space in a suburban area in Kanagawa Prefecture, where volunteers 
organize events and help the elderly with shopping and using CVS services (NKS 
Kanagawa, 30/10/2019:26).

• To serve elderly people with mobility difficulties, Seven Eleven has begun to 
deploy mobile stores in Hikarigaoka, a housing development for senior citizens 
in Tokyo (NKS Tokyo, 10/11/2018:15).

• Seven Eleven is working with Keikyu Railway to provide delivery services to 
aging populations in residential areas along the railway line (NMJ, 24/1/2018:4).

• Family Mart opened a store in Fukui Prefecture, in collaboration with a regional 
cooperative and the local municipality, to serve a depopulating community with 
just 1800 people (NKS Hokuriku, 1/2/2018:8).

Companies are thus striving to maintain and even expand their leading role in 
Japanese retailing. However, in doing so, the number of stakeholders involved in 
CVS operations has further increased, and now includes public actors. CVS com-
panies have concluded service contracts and comprehensive memoranda of under-
standing with cities and prefectures, in which the intention that CVSs contribute 
widely is clearly voiced (Kodama, 2018; Tsukui, 2017). The Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry (METI) set up a study committee in 2014 to investigate the 
potential economic and social role of CVSs. In 2018, the government relaxed zoning 
laws to ease the opening of stores selling daily necessities in residential areas (NMJ, 
22/7/2018:15).

But while the CVS industry managed to improve its public standing considerably 
in the wake of the 2011 disaster, this status has come into question again. As another 
consequence of the aging population, the CVS industry is facing a labor shortage. 
This has put a severe strain on franchise owners, many of whom run more than 
one store, are advancing in age themselves, and oversee store operations that have 
become more complex both through the addition of services and increased demands 
from communities. In May 2019, a CVS owner in Osaka made headlines beyond 
Japan by closing his store for several hours at night, thereby putting himself in viola-
tion of his franchise contract (New York Times, 30 December 2019). The franchise 
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operator initially reacted harshly, but, following a public outcry, CVS operators are 
now trialing shorter working hours in some stores. Soon after the incident, the Japa-
nese government installed an advisory committee to review this issue. The proposal 
for its final report again emphasized the heightened importance of CVSs’ roles in 
communities, but also acknowledged the challenges that store owners face in ful-
filling significantly increased expectations. The report recommends recognizing the 
diversity that has developed within store networks, and demands that CVS compa-
nies allow for flexibility with regards to opening hours and services provided, as 
well as when deciding on royalties charged to franchisees (METI, 2020b). This posi-
tion was further reinforced by the Fair Trade Commission issuing another report on 
convenience stores in September 2020, which again questioned the control of fran-
chise headquarters over the operations of their franchisees in terms of opening hours 
and prices (NMJ 7/9/2020:1). Shorter opening hours, however, mean that “the lights 
are no longer always on” in the CVS. CVS headquarters are looking at potentially 
introducing increased automation to relieve storeowners. However, systematic auto-
mation and the reduction of store personnel would conflict with the positioning of 
stores as social infrastructure, as well as their potential as support centers in times of 
disaster.

The Covid-19 crisis of 2020 put further stress on the CVS industry, and again 
demonstrated the complexity of convenience store operations. Stores in central busi-
ness and shopping districts saw significant drops in sales, with workers and shop-
pers largely staying at home. Stores in residential areas found themselves compet-
ing with supermarkets for everyday products and losing late night customers (NKS, 
23/7/2020:13). At the same time, while facing demands to support consumers in 
their neighborhoods, franchisees still needed to ensure the safety of shoppers and 
staff. Decisions by franchisees to close facilities such as toilets or eating corners, or 
to remove trash bins, complicated the role of CVS as public infrastructure in times 
of crisis, and led to further conflicts between headquarters and franchisees (NSS, 
7/7/2020:9). At the same time, part-time workers losing jobs elsewhere, especially 
in the restaurant sector, has somewhat eased the labor shortage in the industry and 
thus the pressure to find solutions in terms of opening hours, with some stores even 
returning to around-the-clock operations (NKS, 20/10/2020:12). However, there 
remain worries that, due to increased demands and shrinking margins, store owners 
will not renew their franchise contracts, 30% of which are up for renewal within the 
next five years (NMJ, 4/12/2020:1). The Covid-19 crisis has thus led to further calls 
for companies to review their business models, especially in terms of their treatment 
of franchisees, yet has also led to initiatives, such as 30-min home deliveries, that 
further complicate the running of stores (NMJ, 23/9/2020:11).

Discussion

The above outline of the development of CVSs over time reflects the intensive and 
developing discourse about the role of CVS in Japanese society. Despite the vul-
nerability of CVS companies to disaster due to their just-in-time business model, 
policy makers see CVSs as playing a major role in providing products and services 
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(public or private) in situations of disaster, thereby signaling trust in their capabili-
ties to recover supply systems. Policy makers have also expressed expectations that 
CVSs serve an aging population and people in depopulating areas. CVS operators 
themselves have adjusted their business models accordingly, strengthening the dis-
aster resilience of their systems and adding products and services that cater to the 
needs of depopulating areas and elderly customers. Returning to the initial litera-
ture review, this concluding discussion will use the case of Japan’s CVSs to develop 
proposals with regards to the motivations, the involvement of stakeholders, and the 
changes to the business models and necessary capabilities of companies that aim to 
engage with grand societal challenges.

Hamann et  al. (2020) have proposed adding the strengthening of community 
resilience to the previously described motivations for companies’ engagement 
with grand challenges, such as increasing competitiveness, establishing legitimacy, 
or demonstrating corporate responsibility. Striving to protect their own assets and 
markets and create new opportunities can motivate companies to take on tasks and 
provide services that public actors cannot afford, or are no longer able, to provide. 
In terms of maintaining competitiveness, a growth in the number of CVSs and a 
decreasing number of younger customers motivated CVS operators to widen their 
customer base and to change their business models accordingly. In terms of creat-
ing legitimacy, it was no coincidence that companies declared their stores as social 
infrastructure and safety stations where “the lights are always on” precisely at a time 
when some municipalities were considering regulating the industry (Japan Times, 
17 July 2008). Companies are heavily emphasizing such positive features in their 
CSR reporting, even if it can be argued that creating employment or providing a 
feeling of safety for communities at night are just an outcome of the CVS business 
model and not selfless contributions to society (Ishihara, 2019). However, pub-
lic bodies in Japan are finding it increasingly difficult to offer comprehensive ser-
vices on the basis of public funding, be that due to increasing demands from a less 
mobile, elderly population, shrinking local tax income, or decreasing support from 
central government funds. In this context, activities by CVS operators in terms of 
disaster preparedness or services and products offered contribute to local resilience, 
and consequently to keeping aging and shrinking communities viable places to 
live (Hamann et al., 2020). Yet CVS companies are corporate, profit-oriented enti-
ties, and therefore their efforts to collaborate with other businesses or public actors 
can be interpreted as a way of generating revenue and sharing the costs of offer-
ing increased community support. In this respect, both companies and communi-
ties are still experimenting, and it remains to be seen whether these initiatives will 
allow CVS companies to maintain or even develop new stores in shrinking commu-
nities, for which coverage has increased but is still, in many non-metropolitan areas, 
deemed insufficient (Takemoto, 2016). In summary, I propose that the motivations 
of CVS companies have evolved beyond competitiveness, CSR, and legitimacy con-
siderations to include an interest in keeping local communities viable places to live 
in, and consequently viable places in which to do business and generate profits.

McKnight and Linnenluecke (2016) have suggested looking at stakeholders and 
classifying companies’ responses to disasters as either firm- or community-centric. 
I  propose extending this approach to the way that Japanese CVS companies deal 
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with societal challenges, and have shown how companies have moved from initially 
firm-centric to competitor-centric business models, and now increasingly to com-
munity-centric models. However, CVS headquarters, in the process of trying to sat-
isfy the interests of an increasing number of stakeholders, seem to have somewhat 
neglected the interests of initial stakeholders—the franchisees that run the stores, 
and who shoulder much of the business risks of doing so.

In terms of capabilities, I  propose that engagement with societal challenges 
demands higher-level capabilities. CVS chains have previously aimed at reducing 
uncertainty and complexity as much as possible through the use of standardization, 
manuals, technology, and information systems. However, the events following the 
2011 earthquake demonstrated the need for headquarters and store owners to be able 
to make decisions and act under conditions of uncertainty. Heavy reliance on sys-
tems and routines enabled companies to attract franchisees with no retail experience, 
including those that employ part-timers with little training. However, modeling the 
CVS as social infrastructure (e.g., to serve aging populations) has taken the CVS 
beyond a system that simply provides products and therefore can be easily auto-
mated. Offering toilets and meeting spaces requires supervision and maintenance: 
storeowners have to be able to make decisions in times of crisis as to how to engage 
best with surrounding communities, communities whose needs differ substantially 
across store locations. Finally, interaction with customers has gained in importance. 
While customer interaction was once largely anonymous, employees now have to 
counsel elderly customers, who regard CVS as places that can provide them with 
human interaction (Igarashi et  al., 2018). Therefore, storeowners and employees 
need to learn how to react flexibly to the needs of people in their communities, and 
franchise headquarters need to learn how to allow for more autonomy and initia-
tive on the part of store owners, and thereby to manage increased diversity in their 
systems.

Bringing these different perspectives on the development of the Japanese CVS 
together, I propose that the increasing engagement of CVS with Japan’s grand soci-
etal challenges has thrown a previously carefully balanced business model off bal-
ance. This owes both to an increase in the number of involved stakeholders and their 
interests and, at the same time, demands for higher-level capabilities. This does not 
mean that Japan’s CVS companies could or should have ignored a changing environ-
ment and developing threats. Yet I propose that, in pursuing growth and respond-
ing to societal challenges, CVS companies could have calibrated this balance more 
carefully, especially with regards to the role and capabilities of franchisees. Interest-
ingly, in the debate on the challenges that CVSs face, the example of Secoma, which 
currently runs a "Seicomart" CVSs in Hokkaido, is receiving attention. The com-
pany has shifted from a franchise model to running stores directly by employed store 
managers. It is also operating its own logistics, and even some production facilities 
that supply its stores (Abe et al., 2019; NMJ 24/7/2019:4). This integrated model, 
while probably less profitable than the networked model of its larger competitors 
(NKS Hokkaido, 10/1/2020:1), has allowed the company to operate stores in very 
remote and sparsely populated areas, and to circumvent some of the problems that 
the larger CVS chains face in satisfying their many stakeholders.
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Conclusions

This article has taken the case of the Japanese CVS to demonstrate how companies’ 
involvement with grand challenges can become an essential part of their business 
models. Outlining the role of CVS in a society vulnerable to the sudden and unex-
pected shock of disaster, as well as the slow-moving and predictable threat of an 
aging population, the case study has shown how, when faced with grand challenges 
and following the decision to engage with them, companies’ business models, nec-
essary capabilities, and stakeholder involvement change significantly. These factors 
should therefore be investigated together when discussing companies’ engagement 
with grand challenges, thereby advancing existing research. The case has also shown 
how and why an investigation should go beyond business models to include the sur-
rounding societal and political discourses, since these significantly influence the 
decision-making of companies.

In addition to contributing to the study of companies’ responses to grand chal-
lenges in general, the case of Japanese CVS companies and their responses to both 
natural disasters and an aging population can also provide more specific insights for 
companies and policy makers. While they are certainly not without problems, Japa-
nese CVS companies have overall shown themselves to be very creative in updating 
their business models and creating partnerships with policy makers and other busi-
nesses in the process of doing so. Many of these initiatives are still in relatively early 
stages, yet deserve the attention of policy makers and businesses in other countries 
that are increasingly facing similar issues with respect to providing services and 
goods to, and increasing disaster resilience in, areas with aging and shrinking popu-
lations. There seems to be a consensus that overcoming these issues will require the 
involvement of the private sector, and in this regard the strategies of technologically 
advanced Japanese CVS companies might provide some valuable lessons.

Although I have made an effort to examine a significant time period and advance 
the discussion of various relevant factors, it must be acknowledged that not all possi-
ble questions have been answered in detail. For example, in terms of the motivations 
of CVS companies, it has been shown that distinguishing between possible motiva-
tions contributes to a better understanding of developments in the industry, but it 
would be interesting to conduct a deeper and more systematic study into the evolv-
ing motivations of CVS companies. The same would be true for CVS franchisees’ 
own views on their increased involvement in local communities.

Another topic that would deserve a more detailed investigation is the relationship 
between the CVS sector and the state, research on which would contribute to the 
long-ongoing discussion about the role of the state in Japan’s economic develop-
ment. The Japanese state has a long tradition of intervening in the retail sector, alter-
nating between periods of less and more intensive interventions. Historically, many 
such measures were restrictive, insofar as the activities of large national retailers 
were primarily seen as a threat to local economic development and vitality (Suzuki, 
1993). Based on their potential contributions to Japan’s grand challenges, how-
ever, policy makers and regulators seem to regard the role of national large retailers 
more positively at present. It would therefore be interesting to investigate in more 
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depth how local policy makers balance this closer relationship with national retail-
ers with their continued commitment to catering to the interests of local business 
communities.

Finally, a comment on the relevance of the findings of this article for interna-
tionalizing companies, especially retailers. Studies on retail internationalization 
have always emphasized the importance of carefully adjusting to local conditions, 
and have highlighted this as a major potential difference when compared with other 
industries (Alexander & Myers, 2000; Dawson, 1994; Wrigley et  al., 2005). This 
article has shown the very complex level of engagement that stakeholders have 
come to demand from retailers in light of Japan’s societal challenges. As shown, 
demonstrating the willingness and capabilities to participate in such challenges, e.g., 
in disaster relief, can significantly help companies build acceptance in local commu-
nities. But doing so requires considerable resources, capabilities, and knowledge of 
the local landscape. It would therefore be interesting to study whether retailers that 
have internationalized have considered this, and whether and how they have devel-
oped the relevant capabilities to engage with local communities in overseas markets. 
Of course, this also applies to Japanese CVS companies themselves, some of whom 
are already operating substantial store networks overseas, especially in other Asian 
countries that have aging populations and are also regularly threatened by natural 
disasters.
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