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Japanese Multimedia Industry Update

While serving as an intern in the Japan Industry and Technology Program over the summer of 1995,1 
observed first-hand a new trend among Japan’s giant electronics and telecommunications companies and 
ministries: a concerted effort to develop a multimedia society like the one growing in the United States. 
Great attention is being paid to corporate reorganization, joint ventures, and ministry projects aimed at 
raising public consciousness of multimedia’s usefulness. This paper is meant to serve as an introduction to 
some of those trends. I will begin with a discussion of organizational efforts within some of Japan’s largest 
companies.

M a n u f a c t u r e r s  s t a r t  m u l t im e d ia  b u s in e s s e s

The trend within Japan’s computer and electronics conglomerates in roughly the last 24 months has 
been, paradoxically, one of both consolidation and diversification. In firm after firm, disparate units are 
merging into a single group or organization. With equal frequency, Japan’s largest electronics companies 
are lining up to establish joint ventures with collaborators and competitors alike in search of synergy and a 
faster paths to the marketplace.

Last year Fujitsu established two organizations to promote multimedia: the Multimedia Business 
Development Group and the Digital Media and Network Group. The two units are working to develop a 
national infrastructure for multimedia information services. They manufacture an array of terminal types, 
with an emphasis on cable television media servers and set-top boxes. To complement these efforts,
Fujitsu plans to continue expanding its development activities in software for CD-ROMs, PC 
communications, and two-way cable television in an effort to promote a network business independent of 
its traditional lines (computers and terminals). Estimates about when this “independence” will occur vary 
from five to twenty five years.

NEC has established a number of new divisions in Japan, led by the Computers and Communications 
(C&C) Multimedia Business Promotion Division. In the United States, NEC opened a new Office of 
Multimedia Business Development. Both the U.S. and Japan offices are expected to work closely with still 
another new group NEC calls the Home Multimedia Development Division, established to develop and 
market multimedia products to the home and consumer markets.

NEC’s C&C Multimedia Business Promotion Division formulates, coordinates, and transmits 
multimedia business strategies and analyzes market trends. It also coordinates cross-division projects and 
supports the marketing and sales of NEC’s multimedia products across different product groups. Like the 
activities announced by Fujitsu, NEC’s C&C Multimedia Business Promotion Division office focuses on 
multimedia terminals, networks, information services, and the development and acquisition of multimedia 
content.

Following the trend and certainly not to be outdone, Toshiba established a special Advanced 
Information Group to promote the fusion of information and communications and to promote its various 
multimedia businesses. For example, the Advanced Information Group enhances the structure of Toshiba’s 
multimedia business promotion, especially video. The Information Group’s primary business is research 
and development for computers and communications equipment. They also assist with development 
efforts within Toshiba in database services, program service businesses, and infrastructure systems 
development, including television set-top boxes, new media, and wireless communications.

Toshiba has made a steady stream of announcements about its focus on multimedia information 
services and new software business opportunities, such as its 1993 joint venture with Time Warner to 
develop interactive television services in the US. As the profitability of manufacturing hardware
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equipment faces continued pressures Toshiba has become especially interested in diversifying more into 
software and services. Toshiba is by no means alone in this regard.

Last year, Hitachi established its Information and Image systems Division, merging it with the existing 
Consumer Products Group to form a collective entity known as the Consumer Products and Information 
Media Systems Group. It emphasizes the definition and development of personal multimedia equipment, 
ranging from conventional audio-visual equipment to high-definition television (HDTV), next-generation 
game machines, and personal digital assistants (PDAs). Like Toshiba, NEC, and Fujitsu, Hitachi has 
organized a cable television (CATV) division to promote future CATV businesses that could combine the 
company’s computer and communications technologies. Examples of target products cited by Hitachi 
include interactive video-on-demand video servers and Asynchronous Transfer Mode (ATM) switching 
systems.

J o in t  V e n t u r e s

Despite their considerable resources, as each of these major Japanese companies move into new 
multimedia and computer business ventures, they must occasionally supplement their traditional 
technology strengths with the acquisition of new media technology from “tie-ups” for joint ventures. 
Behind corporate tie-ups for research and development purposes are several factors:

1. the need for early diffusion of research results to keep up with rapid technological innovations;

2. the need to acquire the range of technological expertise necessary for the realization of multimedia 
services; and

3. the need to spread the risk inherent in establishing one’s own technology as the de facto standard.

Examples of tie-up partners selected by Japanese computer manufacturers include reduced instruction 
set computing (RISC) forces Silicon Graphics, Motorola, and Sun Microsystems. There have also been 
agreements with multimedia software enterprises such as General Magic. Other examples of multimedia 
related Japan-U.S. joint ventures include Sharp’s licensing and manufacture of PDAs with Apple 
Computer; Matsushita Electric Industrial’s foray into the multimedia game machine market with its partner 
3DO; Sony’s expansion beyond traditional consumer electronics niches into car navigation systems and 
home video game machines; IBM and Matsushita’s efforts to develop multimedia terminals for home use; 
and Cisco’s capital tie-ups with Hitachi, NEC, Toshiba and Oki Electric.

In general, this trend toward collaboration and competition has become the rule between companies 
and industrial segments that five years ago probably would not have considered working together.
Reflected in the race to establish new business divisions and technology partnerships is the attempt by 
Japanese computer manufacturers to decide which technologies will provide the smoothest (and the most 
profitable) transition to the next generation of multimedia products.

T h e  g r a d u a l  s h if t  f r o m  h a r d w a r e  t o  s o f t w a r e  a n d  s e r v ic e s

In preparation for the momentous shift from hardware to the service-intensive information society of 
the 21st century, Japan’s computer and electronics firms are aggressively diversifying into computer 
software and services. Nevertheless, software revenues at Japan’s major computer firms are still smaller 
than those derived from hardware sales. As recently as fiscal year 1994, revenues from software, including 
maintenance and services, accounted for roughly 37 percent of total computer revenues at NEC, and 36 
percent at Hitachi. The companies expect the ratios of software and hardware sales to reverse by roughly 
the year 2000 as customers around the world spend more resources consuming multimedia content.
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In spite of the uncertainty about the precise directions future information technology and 
telecommunications markets will take, Japanese officials and executives agree that the government has an 
important role to play. That role, as it has begun to emerge in the last year or so, appears to be the 
development of a methodology to determine how to create Japan’s information infrastructure. The 
following section features some of the projects in Japan’s ministries designed to lead the way.

MITI AND MPT MULTIMEDIA PROJECTS

Not unlike Japan’s larger computer firms, beginning in 1994 several ministries designated departments 
responsible for developing and implementing new multimedia policies. Efforts range from round-table 
meetings and project funding to the establishment of large consortia. For example, in 1994 the Ministry of 
Posts and Telecommunications (MPT) held a “multimedia exchange meeting among different industries.” 
About 800 companies took part in the meeting. According to government sources, MPT formed a 
permanent exchange meeting organization in November 1994 because the meeting was a success. In 
addition, MPT organized an information-Communications Infrastructure Promotion Conference, featuring 
44 companies including NTT and the Japanese broadcasting corporation NHK, to help promote multimedia 
in systems ranging from desktop PCs to wide area networks.

The relatively small number of personal computers per capita in Japan - roughly 15 percent of the 
population own a PC - has concerned officials within the large manufacturing companies targeting the next 
generation of multimedia services.

In response this problem and to promote multimedia in both industry and local areas, the Ministry of 
International Trade and Industry (MITI) has constructed multimedia centers in Japan’s Maruko-cho and 
Nagano prefecture. The centers provide production and editing facilities that use multimedia software. In 
addition to these two primary centers, MITI also established several regional multimedia centers across 
Japan so that residents and companies in local areas can produce and edit multimedia projects. These 
information centers are connected with the two centers in Maruko-cho in an effort to promote local 
computer use.

In a separate batch of promotion projects, MITI and Japan’s Ministry of Education began a project in 
late 1994 they call the “ 100-School Networking Project.” Located in MITFs Education Software 
Development Center, it connects more than 100 elementary, junior, and senior high schools over a wide 
area network. It is also accessible via the Internet. More than 1,000 schools have applied for participation 
in the project, an astoundingly high number considering the relatively low numbers of computers in 
Japanese schools.

More recently, the Ministry of Education began a remote educational experiment using various types 
and applications of multimedia. In the experiment, schools in larger cities collaborate with schools in 
remote locations using digitally switched lines. Students can share electronic mail, and teachers can 
exchange lessons between each location. The Ministry plans to periodically survey the results and expand 
upon the experiment over the next three years. The Ministry of Education has also begun a project to 
create Educational Software Library Centers in 247 locations across Japan over the next five years to 
increase teacher computer literacy and to make educational software easily available for trail use.

In another effort, MIT! began a project this year to develop a network between public libraries, the 
National Dies Library, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Home Affairs, and the Agency of Science 
and Technology. Still in its early stages, the plan calls for the construction of an electronic library on the 
Shonan Fujisawa Campus of Keio University.

The scope and diversity of these projects reflects the different groups active in Japan’s multimedia 
infrastructure planning. Recognizing that the development of new hardware and software will be of 
limited value without an interested and well-educated public, virtually every major Japanese ministry has
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become involved in some aspect of the development of Japan’s future information society. Yet at the same 
time, these policy makers understand the importance of the market to develop the products that will make 
the country’s multimedia vision a reality. One such example is NTT.

NTT’s M u l t i m e d i a  s t r a t e g y

Although the majority of NTT is now privatized, NTT is still partially government-owned and remains 
Japan’s dominant telecommunications company. Because of its overwhelmingly important role in the 
development of Japan’s national information infrastructure, NTT has gone out of its way to make its 
multimedia road map known to both its customers and the Japanese government. NTT defined three 
essential components in any future national multimedia/information infrastructure, dubbing them the 
“pillars of the multimedia age.”

The promotion o f  “joint utilization tests ”

NTT has been conducting tests of multimedia applications in cooperation with information providers, 
manufacturers, and consumers to get a better understanding of where the real market potential for 
interactive services of the future will be. These activities, according to NTT, promote the creation and 
development of new applications and technologies needed in the coming multimedia age by coordinating 
networks> user facilities, and software.

Reinforcement o f  user technologies and software

This “pillar” emphasized the diversification of information needs that led to the creation of new 
services and the development of globalized digital content on the Internet. By studying this area, NTT 
hopes to gain a better understanding of what kinds of telecom infrastructure needs to be in place to enable 
the private multimedia market to develop at the healthiest possible pace.

In an effort to strengthen its portfolio of software-related technologies and services, NTT has worked 
with Microsoft, General Magic, Silicon Graphics and Apple Computer, among others, to create new 
services, including ISDN-based video conferencing, wireless communications, and a range of video-on- 
demand content delivery services. Based on what we already know about similar development efforts at 
Fujitsu, NEC, Toshiba and Hitachi, NTT’s explorations in this area are likely to have an especially 
important impact on multimedia infrastructure development.

The establishment o f  optical access networks

To transmit a variety of information, including video, NTT is establishing optical access networks and 
laying optical fibers to future subscriber homes. Optical fibers will first be laid in urban business areas, 
then in suburban residential areas, and finally, in homes across Japan. To promote the introduction of 
optical access networks, NTT has worked to reduce the costs of the technology. By the years 200-2005 
NTT hopes to be among the first major telecommunications companies to provide optical access networks 
to private homes at costs comparable to existing telephone and ISDN rates. NTT has committed to 
establishing public, high-speed networks that are not only high-capacity, but universal and flexible enough 
to cope with various user needs. According to NTT, the networks will enable new forms of content and 
communications that differ radically from those of the telephone age.

C o n c l u s io n

Multimedia activities within Japan’s electronics giants, leading Japanese ministries, NTT and Japan 
itself are beginning to reveal the technologies and markets of tomorrow’s multimedia economy. Japan’s 
struggle to better understand which products and policies will best promote the rapid development of a
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national multimedia infrastructure shows Japan at its best in a number of respects. It reflects the fierce 
competitive spirit of its world-class companies. It reflects the desire of the various ministries to ensure that 
the benefits of new multimedia technologies enrich consumers and corporations alike. Perhaps 
dangerously, however, these activities also reveal a striking similarity in what is being developed, and for 
whom. The lists of projects related to multimedia development at Fujitsu, NEC, Toshiba, NTT and Hitachi 
all sound remarkably alike. Such a highly concentrated emphasis on such a narrow range of research is 
likely to yield one of two results: Market dominance or irrelevance. As 1995 draws to a close, it is still too 
early to say with any degree of certainty which future they are likely to find.

5



S o u r c e s  c o n s u l t e d  f o r  t h is  p a p e r  a n d  R e c o m m e n d e d  R e a d in g s

“Apple MediaKids - Outline of Second Stage.” Takeshi Uchimura, Apple Computer. May 23, 1995. URL: 
http://www.glocom.ac.jp/mediakids.

“By Integrating Its Strengths, Fujitsu's President Leads Company into 
Multimedia Era.” An interview with Mr. Tadashi Sekizawa, President of Fujitsu Ltd.

“Cultural Impact on Network Evolution in Japan & the Emergence of Netizens.” Izumi Aizu, Institute for 
HyperNetwork Society and Center for Global Communications (GLOCOM), International University of 
Japan. URL: http://www.glocom.ac.jp.

“Fundamental Policies for the Creation of an Advanced Information-Intensive Society.” Cabinet Office 
Affiliate, February 21, 1995. Committee for the Promotion of Advanced Information and 
Communications Infrastructure (Prime Minister's Office Affiliate).

“Fujitsu steps up digital media production.” (Fujitsu Ltd.). Patton, Robert. Electronics. March 27, 1995, 
v68, n6, p9(l).

“Global Communications Policy: Issues and Technology.” Project Director: Linda Garcia, House 
Committee on Foreign Affairs Report, Spring 1995,

“Introduction to the Institute for Hyper Network Society.” Izumi Aizu, Research Director. GLOCOM’S 
Homepage URL: http://www.glocom.ac.jp

“Japan lays out plans for telco/TV link (multimedia network).” McClure, Steve.
Billboard May 7, 1994, vl06, nl9, p92(2).

“Japan's strategy shifts to ISDB. (Integrated Services Digital Broadcasting high-definition television 
format).” Krause, Reinhardt. Elecfronic News. May 23, 1994, v40, n2015, p22(2).

“Japanese bureaucrats battle over multimedia boundaries, (information 
superhighway).” Patton, Robert. Electionics. Sept. 12, 1994, v67, nl7, p3(l)

“Multimedia in Japan Today and Tomorrow.” Iwasaki leo, Asian Technology Information Program On
line report. URL: http://www.atip.or.jp.

“Multimedia market is bigger, grows faster in U.S.” Electronics. August 8, 1994, v67, nl5, p7(l).

“NTT, Microsoft ally in multimedia.” Patton, Robert. Electronics. July 11, 1994, v67, n 13, p!3(l).

“Onset of consumer multimedia wars.” McLeod, Jonah. Electronics. Jan. 9, 1995, v68, nl, pi 5(1).

“Playing catch up in the cyber race.” Desmond, Edward W. Time. March 6, 1995, v!45, n9, p66(4).

"Study Group on Electronic Information and Network Utilization," Ministry of Posts and 
Telecommunications report chaired by Prof. Masao Horibe, the Faculty of Law, Hitotsubashi University, 
1995.

"Toward a Future-Oriented and Technology-Based Creative Country: Program for Developing Advanced 
Technologies in the Info-communications Field." Telecommunications Technology Council (TTC),

6

http://www.glocom.ac.jp/mediakids
http://www.glocom.ac.jp
http://www.glocom.ac.jp
http://www.atip.or.jp


chaired by Dr. Junichi Nishizawa, President of Tohoku University, submitted as a report to MPT, June 
1995.

“Unintended favors - Japan's Ministry of Posts and Telecommunication suffers for excluding U.S. 
telecommunications firms.” Eisenstodt, Gale. Forbes. August 2, 1993, vl52, n3, pl04(2).

7


	ic2-wp-1996-03-01A
	ic2-wp-1996-03-01

