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 In this project we investigated the production of a range of media in Japan. In doing so, we 

found that the worlds of manga, anime, TV dramas, games software, filmmaking and other types 

of media are becoming increasingly connected. These connections are taking place at the level of 

institutions, industries and individual productions. Our most significant findings are laid out below, 

and this Report outlines the context of those findings and how they relate to one another: 

 Japanese Media Business Practices: The media industries in Japan, as 

elsewhere, contain examples of conglomerates, partnerships and other industrial 

arrangements that are shifting media production strategies towards greater levels of 

connectivity between texts. 

 Seisakuiinkai (production committees): Production committees are groups of 

Japanese companies that come together in order to produce a particular franchise 

through ‘media mix’ strategies. They dominate the media production landscape in 

Japan, creating sometimes long-standing collectives that reduce competition as 

companies join together to create pre-planned media franchises. 

 Competition: The locus of media competition in Japan is consequently shifting to 

the level of competing franchises, rather than more simple competition between 

media texts 

 Intellectual Property/Content Exploitation: The work of seisakuiinkai places 

greater emphasis on intellectual properties (‘contents’ in Japanese) exploitation 

across a range of media platforms. This can be simultaneous or piecemeal. It also 

means that adaptation has become a key practice in contemporary Japanese media 

production. 

 Rapid Changes in Media Trends: As a result of these practices, there is a quick 

turnover in production trends leading to the creation of a wide range of new media 

platforms, genres and categories as seisakuiinkai seek new ways to exploit 

intellectual properties. 

 Manga’s Prominence as an Adaptation Source: Among the original sources used 

to create multi-media franchises in Japan, manga remains the most significant.  It 

inspires a wide variety of franchising types, ranging from direct adaptations to widely 

dispersed networks of texts. 
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Products in Domestic and Transnational Frames 
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 Transnational Markets for Japanese Media: These practices create challenges for 

distributors based outside of Japan, who often receive small parts of pre-existing 

franchises (often single texts from a franchise) with little of the surrounding texts, 

merchandising and publicity outlets enjoyed by their Japanese counterparts. Since 

the declines in the DVD markets, and a shift towards online media consumption, the 

transnational landscape of Japanese media distribution has starkly shifted, with a 

reduction in the numbers of companies involved. 

 Misalignment of Transnational Expectations: There are discrepancies between 

the markets for manga, anime and Japanese films within and outside of Japan that 

have created misalignments in the pricing of texts.  

 Digital Shift: Shifts into the digital landscape of distribution are creating new 

potential and challenges for all, with the closure of many international distribution 

businesses, but also the creation of newer, online only distribution hubs. 

 Future Directions: There are increasing numbers of pre-planned franchises in 

Japan taking a ‘boom’ approach, wherein large numbers of texts relating to a single 

intellectual property are released near-simultaneously. Similarly, Japanese 

seisakuiinkai and overseas distributors are working to reduce the time-lag in 

transnational distribution by undertaking greater levels of simultaneous ‘global’ 

releases. 
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Report Purposes: 

In this report, we outline and analyse the kinds of media franchising that 

have enabled Japanese manga, anime and film to become hits both at home and 

abroad. In highlighting the domestic institutions, industrial structures and types of 

textual production that have enabled Japanese media texts to dominate their home 

market, and to travel around the world, we hope that this report will help to 

demystify Japanese media texts and the industries that produce them. We focus on 

the cycles of textual production (some of them extremely long-lived) that result in 

franchises, particularly those that start with manga before leading on to myriad 

adaptations across an ever-widening array of media platforms.  

Japanese manga, anime and film are often distributed as separate entities in 

the USA and UK.  For this reason, the report begins in Japan before offering an 

overview and analysis of some of the most significant transnational distribution 

agents involved with contemporary Japanese media culture. However, overseas 

distribution, while extremely useful in helping to spread Japanese media texts 

around the globe, has sometimes resulted in a partial de-contextualisation of those 

media entities. In Japan, manga, anime, films and other media are rarely released 

as standalone texts. Some of these ‘transmedia’ (cross-media) franchises develop 

piecemeal over time, while others are pre-planned. By re-framing manga, anime, 

films and other media through the lens of Japanese franchising culture, we 

demonstrate how enriching it can be to understand Japanese media as they were 

originally produced. Further, we illustrate how understanding Japanese franchising 

can provide new ways of thinking about Japanese media texts as they travel to 

cultures beyond Japanese borders.  

The report aims to be an accessible introduction to the world of Japanese 

media franchising, and should be of use to those hoping to work in and with 

Japanese media industries, to those studying and teaching Japanese media and to 

those who are involved in the (trans)national promotion of Japanese arts and 

culture.  
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We utilise a mixed approach in the analysis that follows, combining political economic 

(Meehan, 1998; Wasko, 2005) and cultural industries approaches (Hesmondhalgh, 2007) to 

examine industrial structures and practices. In addition, we use an historical materialist reception 

studies methodology (Staiger, 2000; Klinger, 1994 and 1997) to analyse the discourses around 

Japanese media franchising. Our main resources have been dominated by Japanese and English 

language sources, including: statistics from the Motion Picture Producers’ Association of Japan 

(Eiren); annual reports from Japanese media companies; Japanese and English-language 

academic studies of Japanese industry practices; Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) 

reports; UniJapan’s reports on the Japanese film industry and materials collated from Japanese 

and American news and popular press sources. 

 We focus most on the ‘contemporary’ period, which is herein defined as the period since 

2004. We have chosen this period because it encapsulates the formation of, and most significant 

changes to, media franchising practices within Japan, most particularly those centring around 

manga and filmmaking. While there have been long-running manga, TV anime and film series 

since the 1960s, the post-millennial period, and more specifically, the post-2004 period has been 

marked by a sharp rise in the kinds of complex, divergent and transmedia franchising practices 

outlined in this report. 

Japanese names are given in Japanese name order (surname first), and titles are provided 

with translations, except where the English and Japanese titles are the same.

Aims: 

Methods: 

This report aims to: 

 Provide an analytical overview of Japanese transmedia franchising: of 

its institutions, practices, texts and industries; 

 Consider the common types of franchising emerging out of these 

practices; 

 Analyse current and emerging production trends within Japanese 

media industries; 

 Examine the kinds of companies currently transposing Japanese 

media products into a transnational media landscape; 

 Introduce commonly used terms from Japan that relate to franchising, 

institutions and texts. 
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Introduction 

Japanese franchising practices matter because they are part of what has enabled Japanese 

media to become globally renowned. As we will show, it is the co-ordinated, collaborative nature of 

contemporary Japanese media production that is enabling Japanese media to remain successful 

despite huge changes to media production in the post-digital world. Understanding the 

connections between Japanese media means that we can better understand how, when and why 

some Japanese media texts become popular at home and abroad. Therefore, this report attempts 

to reveal the connections between Japanese media in order to provide a deeper view of those 

media, from manga to live action movies. 

Contemporary media production in Japan is characterised by close connections between its 

media industries, from production to distribution. This connectivity has long existed in Japan’s 

media industries in the form of sequential adaptation: where a popular intellectual property (such 

as manga, games or anime) acts as the first iteration in a wide spectrum of adaptations, usually 

including large amounts of associated merchandising. This practice creates lots of texts around a 

single intellectual property, which is why we use the term ‘franchising’ to describe transmedia 

production practices in Japan. It also results in long chains of production that cross between media 

platforms (from manga to anime to film in many cases), providing intellectual properties with a 

longer life in the crowded entertainment markets in Japan. Franchising in Japan, as elsewhere, is 

therefore concerned with expanding the duration, and enhancing the consumption, of intellectual 

properties.  

Newer versions of this business model tend towards simultaneity: the exploitation of an 

intellectual property across a range of media platforms at the same time, and in accordance with a 

deliberate marketing strategy that is planned before production begins. Transmedia franchising, 

whether sequential or simultaneous, is therefore practised in order to maximise the potential 

effects of ‘synergy’ (cross-promotional feedback that helps reinforce the success of a given 

manga, anime or film). However, in Japan, such franchising practices are more often called ‘media 

mix’ than ‘franchising,’ particularly when a franchise is pre-planned. 

Japanese media scholar Tanaka Ema suggests a usefully narrow definition of media mix, 

confining the term to the ‘production’ stage (e.g. to the production of an intellectual property in 

more than one medium among manga, TV programmes, cable TV programmes, films, internet 

content, mobile content and/or games within a short period of time). For multiple re-uses or 

remediations of intellectual properties in the ‘distribution’ stage (e.g. when an anime is (re-

)distributed through a given television network, cable network, cinema chain, internet network, or 

mobile network), she uses the term ‘multiple use’ instead (Tanaka, 2009: 162-163; Steinberg, 

I. MEDIA FRANCHISING IN JAPAN 
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2012: viii). This terminology may cause confusion with other approaches to remediation; for 

instance, with the ‘one source multi use’ concept, which is more popularly used in South Korea in 

the place of ‘media franchise’ or ‘media mix’. However, it suggests a simple way of distinguishing 

between new additions to a franchise and the longer term exploitation of individual texts. 

Consequently, in this report, the term ‘media franchise’ will be generally used as an equivalent of 

Tanaka’s production stage ‘media mix’, unless it becomes necessary to differentiate media 

franchising from the kinds of remediation practised in distribution. 

1.1  Conglomeration in America and Japan: An Integrated Model for Media Franchising  

The focus here on Japanese media franchising, rather than the franchising practices of other 

successful media industries in places like the USA, has been decided upon because Japanese 

media franchising has both a unique history and a unique set of structures. Accordingly, the 

distinctive industries and practices from Japan result in different purposes and outcomes for 

Japanese media franchises. In the USA, media franchising practices have developed to maximise 

the effectiveness of large scale investment and to generate high returns, leading to the emergence 

of giant (often transnational) media conglomerates that accomplish media franchising business 

across various media. They do so in production and distribution, ‘inside’ the boundaries of 

horizontally integrated corporations (i.e. producing whole chains of texts such as comics, television 

programmes, films and games using the specialisms of companies owned by the organising 

conglomerate). Additionally, such corporations can be ‘vertically integrated’, dealing with both 

production and distribution businesses. A good example is such comics publishing companies as 

Marvel Comics or DC comics, which, as subsidiaries of larger media conglomerates, provide the 

original source materials for media franchises. (Marvel Comics operates alongside Marvel Studio, 

a film production company, which is a subsidiary of Marvel Entertainment, which also belongs to 

the parent company Disney. Similarly, DC Comics is owned by Warner Brothers, which is a 

subsidiary of the Time Warner group.)  This is the kind of relationship outlined by David 

Hesmondhalgh (2007) and Janet Wasko (2000) in their work on US cultural industries, and the 

result is the kind of conglomeration and ‘blockbuster’ franchising practices seen in academic 

studies such as Paul MacDonald and Janet Wasko’s work on the contemporary Hollywood film 

industry (2008). It is thus a model of big investment, with high risk, but also with high potential 

profits.  

 

Similar examples can be found among Japanese companies that follow this American model, 

most notably the Kadokawa group, which has taken part in the fields of publishing, film production 

and online services. Originally a publishing company called Kadokawa shōten, the group launched 

a new film production business in 1976 to exploit the books that it owned and to generate synergy 

effects in sales between the two media. As a pioneering attempt at horizontal integration in Japan, 

it was a great success, especially in the early- and mid-1980s. The company also achieved 

vertical integration in 2005 when it acquired a film distribution company, Nihon Herald Eiga, to 

make a new subsidiary, Kadokawa Herald Pictures. Until recently, the Kadokawa group continued 

its conglomeration process by merging both Kadokawa Herald Pictures and its DVD distribution 

company (Kadokawa Entertainment) with film production subsidiary Kadokawa Pictures, which 

was then merged with the original publishing company Kadokawa shōten in 2011. The Kadokawa 

group is thus now a comprehensive media conglomerate (or ‘mega software publisher’ as it calls 

itself: Kadokawa, 2011: 2) whose business areas include not only the publishing of books, e-books 

and magazines but also production, distribution and exhibition (one of its subsidiaries is Kadokawa 
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Cinema Plex, a cinema management company) of film and other visual media (for more, see: 

Davis and Yeh, 2008: 65-68 and Steinberg, 2012: 135-141).  (Figure 1.1) 

 

(Figure 1.1) Kadokawa’s media franchise model (data from Annual Report 2011, Kadokawa 

Group Holdings, Inc.)  

 What is notable in Japanese examples of conglomeration, visible in the example above and 
also seen in examples like Sony’s purchase of US film production company Columbia in 1989, is 
the variety of forms it has taken. Conglomeration is both internal to Japan, and transnational 
(reaching beyond Japan to Asia and the USA in particular). It has tended to be a long-term 
strategy in both incarnations. Kadokawa has been increasing its local conglomeration for around 
30 years, and Sony has been expanding its multi-national interests for nearly as long. Within these 
moves, it is important to note the significant differences between local and transnational 
conglomeration, however. For example, film production companies in Japan are now tending to be 
closely integrated with television and other media industries. Nippon Television (NTV), for 
instance, has emerged  a major film producer, making high profile blockbuster-style films like the 
20th Century Boys (2008-2009, dir. Tsutsumi Yukihiko) trilogy and the Death Note franchise (two 
films in 2006, dir. Kaneko Shūsuke, and a sequel in 2008, dir. Nakata Hideo). They have done this 
by using a mixed strategy: financially supporting outside productions, as with their support of 
Studio Ghibli’s anime productions, but also by utlising television casts, crews and directors within 
in-house film productions. Their 2007 Annual Report details the use of Mizuta Nobuo and Inomata 
Ryuichi, both previously successful television dorama (drama) directors, as the directors of mid-
budget hits Maiko Haaaan!!! and A Tale of Mari and Three Puppies (Mari to Koinu no Monogatari), 
both of which made sizeable box office returns for their production company. In this way, these 
television stations are conglomerating by investment and extending their media reach by re-
purposing their staff. This range of conglomerate, pseudo-conglomerate, and spin-off media 
production practices begin to demonstrate how Japan’s media industries are attempting to 
compete at home and abroad, and to strengthen their media products across a wide range of 
markets. 
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 Main Findings: 
 

 Japanese conglomerates work at local as well as transnational levels; 

 Local conglomerates tend to be both horizontally and vertically integrated; 

 Some companies buy into media productions that are relatively likely to be 
successes (e.g. ones from independent companies with good track records for 
success); 

 Some companies are beginning to expand across media platforms in order to 
maximise the potential profitability of their in-house intellectual properties and 
staff members.
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However, even Japan’s largest media conglomerates tend to work collaboratively, in 

partnership with other companies.  These arrangements originate from business practices 

characteristic to Japan, where the kinds of aggressive mergers and acquisitions required to create 

integration amongst different areas of media production (as in American conglomerate businesses 

like Time Warner, see: Grainge, 2008), is not as popular or prevalent as in the USA. Instead, a 

rather more piecemeal and gradual way of doing business is common, such as creating subsidiary 

company divisions (effectively a small scale version of conglomeration), or partnering for capital 

co-investment. In this ‘disintegrated’ model, however, Japanese companies are not able to 

achieve the same levels of synergy in media franchising as US media conglomerates. 

Compensating for this disadvantage is something called the seisakuiinkai (production committee) 

system. 

 An unusual industrial structure rarely found outside of Japan, seisakuiinkai are a kind of 

association wherein various companies related to production, distribution, licensing and promotion 

of a media product – often including an original manga publisher, animation producer, toy 

company, TV station, bank, newspapers and advertising agency – join together to exploit a 

particular intellectual property’s adaptation across media forms (Kakeo Yoshio, 2010: 46-47). Such 

collectives are established for the purpose of managing both investment in media production and 

the distribution of rights/profits. Usually, seisakuiinkai are discussed as temporary production 

committees, based upon a particular project (Figure 2.1). However, in actuality, the companies 

involved in a project tend to continue working together afterwards, forming long-term relationships. 

It is thus a well-developed, cooperative inter-company system for media franchising that is 

comparable to the horizontal integration found within media conglomerates.   

20th Century Boys Film Trilogy Seisakuiinkai 

Company Name Role within Seisakuiinkai 

Nippon Television Broadcaster 

Shōgakukan Manga publisher 

Toho Studio Production company/exhibitor/distributor 

VAP - Video Audio Project  CD/DVD production company 

Yomiuri Television Broadcasting  Television Broadcasting Company 

Dentsu  Advertising agency (Japan’s biggest) 

Yomiuri Newspaper  Carries articles, interviews and 

advertising/listings 

Cine Bazaar  Production company with links to Toho 

Office Crescendo  Director Tsutsumi Yukihiko’s talent agency 

D-Rights  Digital rights company 

+ 6 other regional television stations including 

Hiroshima, Fukuoka and Miyagi Prefecture 

Regional broadcasters 

 Figure 2.1:  Example Seisakuiinkai Membership and Roles  

II. THE SEISAKUIINKAI (PRODUCTION COMMITTEE) SYSTEM 
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This co-operative system began to appear in the 1980s both in film and anime. In film, it 

coincided with the demise of big studios and rise of independent productions in the early 80s, 

when large publishers holding the rights for original materials combined with large trading 

companies to produce works together. From the 1990s, TV stations began to participate more 

frequently in seisakuiinkai, coming to take a more dominant position within Japanese media 

production cultures. During the late 90s and early- to mid-2000s, the number of films produced by 

seisakuiinkai has consistently increased. In the case of animation, the seisakuiinkai system first 

began to appear in anime films (Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind in 1984 popularised the term), 

whereas in TV anime, it was the late 90s when Neon Genesis Evangelion (Shin Seiki Evangerion, 

1995) and Slayers (Sureiyāzu, 1995), both produced by the seisakuiinkai system, became 

successful. But it was not until the 2000s that seisakuiinkai became a prevailing tendency within 

Japanese franchise production culture. One especially notable indication of the prevalence of 

seisakuiinkai came when Shōgakukan, one of the largest publishers in Japan, established its own 

Media Mix Department and began to be more actively involved in the media franchise businesses 

of its products.  

Seisakuiinkai have various advantages, but the most prominent characteristic is that they can 

reduce the risk accompanying investment by distributing it across multiple business partners and 

multiple stages of business development. Unlike horizontally integrated companies, which make 

big investments at the planning stage, the seisakuiinkai system allows flexible investment, and can 

start from a smaller project, observe market responses and then make decisions about further 

investment. A good example would be the Boys Over Flowers (Hana Yori Dango) franchise, which 

has had numerous cycles of investment in Japan and abroad, and whose seisakuiinkai has 

allowed it to respond to franchise’s popularity over time and across Asia. In the case of the most 

recent Japanese adaptation cycle, a live action television series was spun out across two seasons 

(2005 and 2007) and a subsequent film version (2008, dir. Ishii Yasuharu), all building upon the 

seisakuiinkai structure of the television show. This allowed additional investment and partner 

companies to join as required at the various stages of production, while retaining core staff and 

cast members. Through such means, investment in seisakuiinkai is divided among the 

participating members, further reducing the amount of risk that each company shoulders.  

Such seisakuiinkai arrangements have helped to maintain levels of media production even 

when additional costs are incurred by changes in exhibition and distribution cultures. For example, 

when shinya (late night) anime became popular in the 1990s, anime productions had to pay 

broadcasting fees to TV stations, which had previously been paid for by TV anime programme 

sponsors (most often companies producing merchandise related to television anime). Anime 

television producers responded by absorbing these broadcast costs into their seisakuiinkai 

arrangements, in many cases inviting merchandising companies to participate as committee 

members. This way, the burden of the production and initial distribution costs are off-set because 

the seisakuiinkai companies receiving a share of the eventual profits.  Because the costs are 

shared, they are also reduced for all the seisakuiinkai participants. 

The off-setting of risk also means that seisakuiinkai productions usually prefer adaptation 

(most notably of manga) to the development of untested, wholly new projects. Given the vastness 

and variety of the Japanese manga market, adapting manga originals can not only cost less than 

developing new concepts, but also provides an objective criterion to predict the success of a 

franchise. Consequently, manga publishers are often found amongst seisakuiinkai members, and 
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manga authors are often credited within television, film and game texts as creators of the 

‘gensaku’ or ‘original work’. In this way, the rights of the manga industry are continually asserted 

throughout the cycle of textual production. However, the actual input of manga creators into 

seisakuiinkai varies considerably. 

 

The aim of seisakuiinkai arrangements is, therefore, to maximise the exploitation of, and 

continually reinforce, intellectual property rights. Each text is used to refer back and forth along an 

extending chain of texts (sometimes called an intertext), from manga to films in many cases. In 

practice, a television drama or film production, by cooperating with a manga publisher in a 

seisakuiinkai, can capitalise on the pre-sold audience who bought and read the manga. In return, 

a successful adaptation into anime/film/drama and the resulting expansion of media exposure can 

revitalise the popularity of manga, to the benefit of a participating manga publisher. For example, 

after TV drama and anime versions were broadcast in 2006 and 2007 respectively, the reprints of 

the original manga of Nodame cantabile increased by 600,000 copies; in the case of Sakuran, the 

boost was 200,000 copies after its film version was released in 2007 (Matsutani, 2007: 41). (See: 

Figure 2.2 and 2.3 for industrial overviews.)  

 

  
Figure 2.2: The Ratio of Original vs. Adaptation in TV Anime Productions (data from Tanaka Ema, 

‘Industry Structure of Media Mix’ in Theory of Contents Industry:  175)  
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Figure 2.3: Sources for Top Twenty Box Office Films in Japan 2004-2011 (data from Eiren) 

In summary: seisakuiinkai arrangements offer a degree of flexibility that is useful in the post-

digital world. They allow new media companies to join existing committees when those emergent 

media platforms are deemed relevant to the media franchise. Seisakuiinkai also shift the locus of 

competition. Instead of competing for individual rights and licenses after the fact of production, the 

seisakuiinkai members come together from the beginning, to plan the exploitation of the 

intellectual property. Depending on the market created by the original manga (or, in other cases, 

games or light novels etc.), seisakuiinkai members buy in before production begins, and co-

ordinate their efforts with other committee members on behalf of the whole group. In this way, 

seisakuiinkai are collaborative, and companies take responsibility for the elements of production, 

marketing and/or distribution most relevant to them. Competition, therefore, is formulated between 

seisakuiinkai, not within them. Finally, once a product has been created, the companies involved 

in seisakuiinkai receive profits commensurate with their input into the franchise. In this way, 

disputes between committee members can be avoided. Thus, if working properly, the seisakuiinkai 

business model produces mutually beneficial results for its members, who work collaboratively to 

produce texts with the best chance of succeeding in Japan’s crowded media martketplace.    

But there are also problems with seisakuiinkai. Since it is a collective body of companies with 

divergent and often competing interests, disputes are common, and mechanisms for resolving 

conflicts are therefore vital. To this end, a central member is needed, who can perform an 

administrative and moderation role within a given seisakuiinkai. Secondly, problems can also arise 

in regard to accounting and fair distribution of costs/profits. In Japan, the organisation of 

seisakuiinkai is not clearly defined in law. However, in most cases, it is regarded as voluntary 

partnership, where each member is burdened with unlimited liability (Yamada, 2001: 196-197). 

The relation and limitation of legal rights among investors are thus not clearly designated under 

contract: for example, each member’s stake is not always clearly stipulated, so how to distribute 

costs and taxes is not always clear. This can cause disputes when calculating and dividing taxable 
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revenues among seisakuiinkai members. There are also broader consequences in using 

seisakuiinkai: first, the potential it has to limit the levels of genuine competition within Japan’s 

media landscape; and, second, the difficulties it can create for those looking to distribute Japanese 

franchise products abroad. In the former case, seisakuiinkai groupings can be read as functionally 

oligopolistic, forming collectives of companies with long-term shared interests, thereby reducing 

competition across the Japanese media marketplace and manipulating the content of Japanese 

media texts.  In the second instance, the necessity of getting agreements from all seisakuiinkai 

partners before rights can be sold abroad can act as a potential barrier to Japanese media’s global 

distribution. 

Main Findings: 

Consequences of Seisakuiinkai 

Positive Negative 

 Flexible investment/partnerships  Potential conflicts of interest 

 Increased short- and long-term planning 

maximises IP exploitation 

 Need for collective agreement can 

slow licensing/ spin-off production 

 Collaborative and collective – shared 

risks/rewards 

 Potential disputes over investment & 

returns 
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Whether through the seisakuiinkai system or not, manga has long been the centre of media 

franchising practices in the Japanese media industries. It is routinely used as a source material for 

anime, film, TV dramas, games and ancillary merchandise. There are several reasons why the 

adaptation of manga has become such a popular custom. Firstly, manga sources can save time 

and money by acting as blueprints for the planning and development of a franchise. Secondly, a 

manga original can act as a storyboard during the production process, allowing investors and 

production staff to easily create adaptations and advance towards a clear collective goal. Thirdly, 

manga originals with established popularity can be effective tools for starting a new transmedia 

project, reassuring potential partners about the pre-existing market for the selected material. In 

other words, the established popularity of a manga original can function as a standard for 

predicting the commercial viability of adapted works and can guide seisakuiinkai partners in 

making appropriate investment and marketing decisions.  

Manga form the basis of a wide range of popular franchises, but there are several common 

types (see Figure 3.1). The fact that there are several different types of manga adaptation chains, 

along with direct adaptations from manga into live action film, attests to the transferability of 

manga as a source material. Furthermore, manga’s transmedia reach offers an important reason 

for thinking about what the aims of media franchising are in Japan, and about the relationships 

media texts have with one another. The rough map below (Figure 3.1) is intended to demonstrate 

how diverse and open-ended the connections between texts can be in Japanese franchising. For 

example, it is common for pre-existing texts to be brought together in these franchises, with a pop 

group’s new song used as the opening or end theme in a manga-based TV drama or anime. There 

are many examples of this, but Arashi’s songs ‘Wish’ and ‘Love So Sweet’ are good ones. They 

acted as the theme songs for seasons 1 and 2 of the live action Boys Over Flowers television 

drama. Its main male star, Matsumoto Jun, was a member of the group and his presence, 

reinforced aurally through the opening songs of the show, helped to emphasise his stardom, while 

appealing to the pre-existing fans of his boy band. In a similar example, the television drama of 

The Wallflower (Yamato Nadeshiko Shichi Henge, 2010) starred Kamenashi Kazuya, and used 

‘Love Yourself’ by his boy band, KAT-TUN, as its main theme song. In this way, the music 

industry, although a separate industry to the core media franchise, exploits the cross-promotional 

potential of Japan’s media franchising to increase the prominence of music across multiple media 

platforms, just as it is used in turn to enhance the potential popularity of those associated media 

texts. While the relationship between music and manga-adaptations is obviously different to direct 

media franchising, it demonstrates the kinds of closely integrated connections shared by Japanese 

media products. These are planned for, and are routinely used by seisakuiinkai in their 

approaches to creating new franchises. 

III. MANGA-BASED FRANCHISING 
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Figure 3.1: Manga Franchising: Hypothetical Product Chains 

As mentioned above, connections between manga and TV anime have existed since the 

very beginning of the television animation industry in 1963, when Tezuka Osamu produced Astro 

Boy (Tetsuwan Atomu) from his own original manga. This close relation has been further 

strengthened through the years. According to Tanaka Ema’s study, the number of adaptations 

from manga has almost always exceeded that of original TV anime throughout the 1990s and 

2000s, accounting for around 40% of total TV anime productions. (A few exceptional years were 

1991, 1999 and 2000, when there were more original animations than manga adaptations, see: 

Tanaka, 2009: 175.) If other sources of adaptation beyond manga (such as light novels and 

games, which became increasingly popular in the late 1990s) are taken into consideration, it can 

be concluded that the Japanese TV anime market would not exist without the potential profits they 

can make from being involved in franchising. This is because television anime are usually sold at a 

loss, a phenomenon long referred to as ‘Tezuka’s curse’ (Steinberg, 2012: 40) in Japan. Now that 

producers are even required to pay for some broadcasting, the profits in anime creation reside 

increasingly in the ability to pre-sell licenses for merchandising and tie-ins, and also from the ‘long 

tail’ of production, as television anime are remediated onto DVD and other distribution formats. 

This is one of the prime reasons that TV anime productions usually form only one part of larger 

transmedia franchises. 

This tendency became more prominent in the early and mid-2000s, when the number of 

manga adaptations greatly increased, whereas anime television shows with original scripts 

decreased (Figure 2.2). The reliance on manga adaptations in television anime was exacerbated 

by the need to off-set risk during a recent period of change in the anime marketplace, which saw a 

shift towards shinya anime. These late night anime shows serve relatively niche viewing 

audiences, and so the importance of having attractive source materials is compounded. These 

manga-to-TV anime adaptations off set risk by appealing to pre-existing manga fanbases. 

Additionally, successful adaptations quickly move from manga to television and then on to other 

media platforms, especially film, in attempts to expand on initial franchise audiences. To this end, 
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anime gekijōban (theatrical versions of anime television shows) are regularly ‘scaled up,’ so that 

each additional adaptation in a franchise receives higher budgets and wider marketing campaigns, 

a practice that can result in increasing overall market share and/or box office over time.  The 

continuing success of the Pokémon franchise’s film releases, which receive near-annual cinema 

exhibition, offer good examples (see Figure 3.2). 
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Figure 3.2: Anime gekijōban box office results for the Pokémon franchise 

Adaptation from manga into live action films and TV dramas also has a long history. Until the 

1950s, newspaper cartoons were popular sources for film adaptation, such as Edokko Kenchan 

(Kenchan, the Tokyoite, adapted to film in 1937), Pu-san (1953, dir. Ichikawa Kon) and Sazae-san 

(Toho released 10 serialised films from 1956 to 1961, with Eri Chiemi playing the heroine, Sazae-

san’s, role). In the 1960s and early 1970s, manga’s readership expanded to include both children 

and young adults, spurred by the publication of such weekly magazines as Shōnen Sunday and 

Shōnen Magazine (both from 1959). Accordingly, film adaptations were targeted more towards 

these young audiences. Examples include Iga no kagemaru (serialised in Shōnen Sunday, 

adapted in 1963), Watari (serialised in Shōnen Magazine, adapted in 1966), Ashita no Jō 

(Tomorrow’s Joe, serialised in Shōnen Magazine, adapted in 1970), Harenchi gakuen (serialised 

in Shōnen Jump, adapted in 1970) and Ai to makoto (Legend of Love and Sincerity, serialised in 

Shōnen Magazine, adapted as a TV drama and a film trilogy during 1974-1976).  These early 

adaptations have often been nostalgically remembered and readapted, for example with Miike 

Takashi remaking Ai to Makoto in 2012, and with a live action film remake of Ashita no Jō (dir. Sori 

Fumihiko) appearing in 2011. These cycles of adaptations and remakes suggest that popular 

manga texts can have extremely long lives within transmedia franchising (see Figure 3.2). 

Cinema, however, has increasingly had to compete with television to become the core 

medium of adaptation from manga originals. Historically, live action film has been a less popular 

and less frequent adaptation target than TV dramas and anime. In the 1990s, film’s popularity was 
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exceeded by a new kind of TV drama adapted from manga, known as the ‘trendy drama’ genre, 

which included examples such as Tokyo Love Story (Fuji Television), which became its 

cornerstone in 1991 (for more see: Iwabuchi, 2004). In English commentary, these trendy dramas 

have, however, been more noted for the way they have taken Japanese media across Asian 

borders than for their manga origins. They have also quickly shifted form, with the genre being re-

labelled ‘post-trendy drama’ at the current time. Throughout, manga have provided starting points 

for many of the most popular transnational television hits. This is because of the way manga 

originals are being routinely paired with a strengthening system of ‘talent,’ or stardom, on 

Japanese television (Ootani et al. 2012).  

However, from an initially dominant market position, TV drama’s popularity began to decline 

across the 2000s. This was due in part to diversification in the new media environment. Cinema, 

by contrast, received new attention as an adaptation vehicle for manga originals across the same 

period, with the aid of increasing numbers of new multiplex cinema screens. Thus direct 

adaptation into live action films (jissha eiga) became a popular trend in the mid-2000s. The rising 

profile of hit film adaptations first became visible in 2004 when a group of manga-to-live action film 

adaptations broke the 1 billion Yen barrier (roughly $10million), starting with Casshern released in 

April (1.53 billion, dir. Kiriya Kazuaki), followed by Umizaru in June (1.74 billion, dir. Hasumi 

Eiichirō) and Nin x Nin Ninja Hattori kun (Legend of Nin Nin Ninja Hattori, dir. Suzuki Masayuki) in 

August (1.93 billion). More live action adaptations followed in succeeding years, generating even 

bigger hits, including: Nana (2005, 4 billion, dir. Ōtani Kentarō), Always: Sunset on Third Street 

(2005, 3.23 billion, dir. Yamazaki Takashi), Death Note (2006, a combined 8 billion for the first two 

parts), Dororo (2007, 3.45 billion, dir. Shiota Akihiko), Crows Zero (2007, 2.5 billion, dir. Miike 

Takashi), Boys over Flowers Final (2008, 7.75 billion) and 20th Century Boys (2008-9, 11.3 billion 

for the combined trilogy). Many of the films mentioned above do not have TV drama versions 

(except Umizaru, Ninja Hattori and Boys over Flowers), and some of them (Nana, Death Note and 

20th Century Boys) are direct adaptations from manga which either do not have, or ignore, 

previous franchise iterations on TV.  Manga-derived television shows like these have, in more 

recent times, become conjoined with film as aspects of the emerging seisakuiinkai production 

culture in Japan. In these cases, ‘fainaru’ (final) or gekijōban films are often made either to 

‘complete’ a television show, or to extend the franchise’s life. For anime, gekijōban are often 

produced on a near-annual basis, and can be hugely profitable (see Figure 3.2). In this way, 

convergence between Japanese media forms can be seen resulting from seisakuiinkai practices, 

even as direct adaptations are on the rise. 

The popularity of manga-to-live action adaptation has continued into the 2010s, and they are 

now regarded as one of the most profitable genres in the whole of the Japanese film industry. In 

2011, there were such examples as Space Battleship Yamato (box office gross 4.1 billion Yen , 

dir. Yamazaki Takashi), Gantz (6.27 billion for the two film parts combined, dir. Sato Takahiro), 

Moteki (2.22 billion, dir. Ōne Hitoshi), Gaku: Minna no Yama (1.63 billion, dir. Katayama Osamu), 

Kaiji 2 (1.61 billion, dir. Satō Tōya) and Paradise Kiss (1.39 billion, dir. Shinjo Takehiko). The 

number and popularity of manga-to-live action films increased even more in 2012 with such 

examples as Himizu (dir. Sono Sion), Always: Sunset on Third Street, ’64 (dir. Yamazaki Takashi), 

Thermae romae (dir. Takeuchi Hideki), Kaibutsu-kun (dir. Nakmura Yoshihiro), Bokura ga ita (We 

Were There, dir. Miki Takahiru), Liar Game Reborn (dir. Matsuyama Hiroaki), Hotaru no hikari  (A 

Little Light in My Life, dir. Yoshino Hiroshi) and Uchū kyōdai (Space Brothers, dir. Mori Yoshitaka). 

Among these films, Thermae romae became the one of the top grossing films of the year 
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(including both Japanese and foreign films) with 5.82 billion Yen in revenue. More films followed in 

the second half of the year as well, including the top-grossing film of the year, Brave Hearts: 

Umizaru (dir. Hasumi Eiichirō) and a live action adaptation of the long-running Rurōni kenshin (dir. 

Otomo Hiroshi), all of which have made 2012 an exceptionally successful year for manga-to-film 

adaptations. Some of these franchises provide unusual examples wherein textual production 

crosses back and forth between media formats. In the case of the Umizaru franchise, for instance, 

the dominant medium within the franchise has shifted over time from manga, to television, to film 

(see Figure 3.3). This is in large part due to the involvement of Fuji Television in the franchise’s 

production history. 

 
Figure 3.3: Umizaru Franchise Evolution 

 Fuji Television has become one of Japan’s most prominent film producers over the past 

decade, and has specialised in creating film texts that have close relationships with TV drama 

precursors. It is responsible for two of the most prominent and successful franchises of the past 

decade, Bayside Shakedown (Odoru Daisōsasen) and Umizaru. Each has an extensive network of 

texts associated with it, and each has enjoyed a long chain of film productions following television 

dramas. In the case of Umizaru, initial broadcasts of one-off, 45 minute TV ‘Specials’ went virtually 

unremarked. It was when Fuji Television made a film version in 2004, as part of its 50th 

Anniversary celebrations, that the franchise received the marketing and promotion that allowed it 

to gain a devoted Japanese audience. Thereafter, Fuji Television was able to exploit its success, 

spinning the franchise out across a popular television drama and then into periodic, and episodic, 

film releases. The more important point is that the success of this franchise in initial broadcasts 

and cinema releases is only one part of the profit-chain enjoyed by its main producer, Fuji 

Television. A hit film in cinemas provides such television companies with broadcast-ready content 
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that can be repeated across channels in addition to other secondary distribution chains like DVD. 

In the case of Fuji Television, which has corporate links to DVD producer Pony Canyon, the profit 

chains downstream from production are the real evidence of conglomeration at work in Japanese 

media production.   

The rising popularity of manga-to-live action film adaptations has multiple sources. Firstly, in 

terms of cross-promotion, there are more elements within live action film and television 

adaptations that can be put to use in the promotion of the franchise as a whole than is true for TV 

anime. Moreover, anime fans are a limited group of audiences, who tend to be already familiar 

with original manga. Therefore, the boost in sales of manga after the release of adapted anime 

may not be very high. In contrast, films and dramas are oriented towards much more general 

audiences, including those who usually do not usually read manga. Thus, a successful live action 

adaptation can lead to a big increase in the sales of the original manga, which explains why 

manga publishers actively invest in film and drama productions by taking part in seisakuiinkai. But 

in order to maximise synergy between manga and live action adaptations, it is necessary to make 

the right decision on when to produce and release the adapted work. Katayori Satoshi, chief 

producer in the manga editing department of Shōgakukan, emphasises that it is usually better to 

wait until the popularity of a manga original is sufficiently developed. But if the period becomes too 

elongated, according to Igarashi Takao, a managing director of Kodansha, publishers may lose 

the opportunity of getting their originals adapted, as film and/or drama productions cannot put 

actors on hold for a particular work without clear production schedule (Matsutani, 2007: 41).  

Another reason for the popularity of live action adaptations is the development of digital 

technologies that make it possible to recreate the imaginative aesthetics found in manga, where 

such adaptation had been technically impossible before. Among the live action films mentioned 

above, Casshern and Ninja Hattorikun extensively deployed the latest computer-generated (CGI) 

visual effects, and the same year (2004) also saw other manga adaptations drawing heavily on 

similar technology, including Cutie Honey (dir. Anno Hideyaki) and Devil Man (dir. Nasu Hiroyuki). 

This is one of the reasons that visual effects companies are being more commonly seen in live 

action manga adaptation seisakuiinkai. Given that many of the live action adaptations are based 

upon old manga or anime works from the 1960s and 70s (Space Battleship Yamato, as well as 

Ninja Hattori kun, Dororo, Casshern and Sunset on Third Street), nostalgia combined with CGI are 

increasingly central contributing factors in the popularity of manga adapted films. The generation 

who grew up reading these originals now not only comprise the vast majority of audiences, but 

also actively work as producers and directors within the Japanese media industries.  As shown 

below in Figure 3.4, many of these ‘nostalgic’ franchises are kept alive through intermittent re-

releasing of, and sequels to, a dominant media form, before the production of a film version. For 

the Kamui franchise, manga releases kept the franchise alive between the 1960s and 2000s, until 

a live action film version was made in 2009. 

Through these varying types of manga-originated franchises - from manga to anime or from 

manga to live action TV dramas and films - the sheer variety of uses to which manga can be put 

become evident. An obvious consequence of this variety in media franchising end points is that we 

are not dealing with one system of franchising, nor with one set of institutional relationships, when 

we investigate manga-based franchising practices in Japan. The complexity of the relationships 

shared between media texts within a single franchise is indicated by the relationship between 

music and manga, but the same sorts of complexity hold true for the relationships shared by 

manga adaptations and their promotion within Japanese magazines and newspapers. Publishers 
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of these types are often found in seisakuiinkai, alongside advertising giants like Hakuhodo and 

Dentsu, which implies that every stage of a manga adaptation’s life cycle is being planned and 

catered for, even before filming begins. Moreover, this section has shown how this connectivity 

between media platforms (from production through to dissemination) has been a developing trend 

with increasingly profitable results over the past decade. Certainly, since 2004, adaptations of 

manga and other sources have been squeezing original productions out of the top 20 Japanese 

box office films (see Figure 2.3), which indicates that it has been these sorts of adaptations that 

have allowed Japanese films to retake a majority box office share within their home market since 

2006. This is no small achievement in the face of untrammelled access to that same Japanese film 

market by Hollywood’s biggest blockbuster movies. However, the close connections between 

media that help to make these films successful are potentially difficult for distributors to replicate 

when these films move beyond their original market. 

 
Figure 3.4: Kamui Franchise texts 

 

Main Findings: 

 Manga are typically used as franchising source texts because of their popularity 

and pre-existing audiences/fans; 

 Manga franchising can result in diverse product chains, and in multiple product 

chains; 

 Production tends to be cyclical, and franchising can be the result of multiple, 

loosely connected production cycles; 



 

23 

 Older manga (especially from the 1960s and 1970s) are increasingly being 

selected for adaptation and updated using cutting edge CGI effects; 

 There is competition to use manga sources, with the film, television and anime 

industries sometimes producing largely separate chains of adaptation over 

time; 

 Manga adaptations have been rising in popularity over the past decade, but this 

reflects their close integration with other supporting types of media (e.g. music, 

magazine promotion, pre-existing franchise texts). 
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 Cinema as a Venue for New Releases 

Along with the decrease in home entertainment media sales (including video, DVD and Blu-

ray), the decreasing impact of adaptations appears to be the biggest issue currently facing Japan’s 

media industries. Solutions are being sought not only in the diversification of media platforms 

(expanding the use of ‘new media’ formats), but also through the expansion of interconnectedness 

among media franchise businesses in production and distribution.  

The new emphasis on cinema as a venue for anime offers a good example. TV anime is 

retaining its prior links to media adaptation, but anime films are bifurcating into gekijōban 

(theatrical versions), which work to promote a pre-existing associated television show, and anime 

films created using original scripts. In the latter category, the role of anime directors, perhaps most 

notably Hosoda Mamoru and Shinkai Makoto, are prioritised in order to signal quality and artistry. 

Due to their lack of pre-existing franchise texts, anime films with original scripts rely more on 

ancillary franchising streams, for instance on ancillary goods, and post-production novelizations 

and manga adaptations. Instead of precursor texts, these sorts of anime films rely on the textual 

networks associated with their director and/or studio. For example, Hosoda’s association with 

Madhouse animation studio, which has long been associated with directors of ‘quality’ anime films, 

such as Kon Satoshi, helps to create a mutually reinforcing bond in the brands circulating around 

both the studio and the director. Cinema exhibition in the cases of these sorts of anime films is an 

important way of signalling the significance, quality and cultural worth of anime films to their 

potential audiences.   

But, even where anime films borrow heavily from precursors like manga, games software and 

TV anime, their relatively high status within franchises can be marked in a range of ways.  For 

example, One Piece’s manga artist Oda Eiichirō not only wrote a new scenario for the manga’s 

10th film adaptation, Strong World (2009), but also created a new manga episode, ‘Vol 0’, as a 

prequel to the film, which was distributed to audiences as a gift in cinemas. Toei’s (one of Japan’s 

major film studios) publicity producer Taniguchi Takeshi, who took charge of the promotion of this 

film, revealed that the new volume was intentionally planned in order to induce more original 

manga readers to come to cinemas. This tactic led to the biggest success in the One Piece 

franchise’s history (Animeanime Biz: 2010).  In another high profile example, Blood-C (2011),  a 

TV anime remake of Production I.G.’s film Blood: The Last Vampire (2000, dir. Kitakubo Hiroyuki), 

functioned as the prequel to its subsequent film spin off (2012). This, despite the fact that the 

Blood-C film was planned first and the TV anime’s development followed later with the intention to 

create audiences for, and to promote, the forthcoming film. Conversely, Un-Go (2011) offers a 

contrasting example: its theatrical version, Un-Go episode 0: Ingaron (2011, dir. Mizushima Seiji), 

IV. RECENT TRENDS IN JAPANESE FRANCHISING PRACTICES 
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works as a prequel to the TV series, and was released while the TV series was still being 

broadcast.  

Both in Blood-C and Un-Go, the prequel included important foreshadowing of what would 

happen in the other version, hence expanding the anticipation among viewers. This chimes with 

work by Henry Jenkins, who suggests that contemporary films are becoming ever-more closely 

enmeshed within multi-media surrounds, thanks to transmedia storytelling practices (2006). In 

Japan, the result is television and cinema becoming more complementary media than in the past. 

Rather than forming supplementary, or sequential, relationships as before, film and television 

anime are becoming more dependent upon one another, and their interrelated content and 

marketing offer one sign of this relationship. However, this transmedia storytelling phenomenon is 

not ubiquitous within Japanese media franchising.  Anime, as a mode of production, seems far 

more connected across media platforms, than is the case for franchise adaptations that jump 

between live action, gaming and 2D-animation modes of production. Similar trends can be seen in 

the production of ‘final’ and gekijōban films in live action formats, which work to extend the 

narratives of pre-existing live action television dramas. Therefore, transmedia storytelling, in 

Japan, occurs most often when franchise products share a common mode of production, even as 

new texts move between V, film and other media platforms. 

The increasing levels of transmedia storytelling in Japan are in part a consequence of shifts 

in Japan’s wider media markets. For example, as video sales figures have plummeted, it has 

become harder to continue producing as many TV anime shows as were produced in the early 

2000s, which led anime producers to consider other distribution venues. An emerging trend can be 

seen as a result: the return to the old cinema and/or OVA release model (Original Video 

Animation; at first OVA were straight-to-video releases, but similar practices followed as DVD and 

Blu-ray developed), but in an evolved, more comprehensive form. Mobile Suit Gundam’s recent 

series, Gundam UC (Unicorn 2010-) is a pioneering example of this new model. Comprised of 7 

episodes, its release elides television broadcasting, as it is being directly released to cinemas at 

the speed of 1 or 2 episodes a year (http://www.gundam-unicorn.net/). The cinema release runs 

for only two weeks, and is preceded by partial teaser clips that can be watched on Bandai 

Channel’s website, or on the Playstation network, later accompanied by the streaming of full 

episodes via the producers’ video on demand services online. Special Blu-ray editions are also 

made available only in cinemas, and are subsequently followed by an official DVD/Blu-ray release 

around two weeks after the cinema exhibition ends.  

For Gundam UC, and other anime, the whole media franchise business is consequently 

concentrated in a very short period of time over the course of around one month or so, using a 

wide variety of marketing and distribution venues in an attempt to generate a consumption ‘boom.’ 

The notion of ‘booms’ in Japanese media culture is a prominent and prevalent one, with short lived 

production cycles supported by huge advertising and promotional networks (usually thanks to the 

inclusion of magazine and news publishers alongside advertising agencies in the seisakuiinkai for 

productions). The obvious problem is that these ‘booms’ tend to be short lived; as the hype fades 

quickly unless longer term outlets for the franchise can be generated. Something like this Gundam 

release offers a good example, as the unusual release strategy helps to differentiate Gundam UC 

from the plethora of other popular Gundam texts in circulation since the 1970s. At the same time, 

the unusual release relied upon long practiced routes for distribution in concert with new media, 

making it easy for existing audiences to find and experience these new variations on ‘old’ texts. 



 

26 

 Space Battleship Yamato 2199 (Uchū Senkan Yamato 2199, 2012-) offers a similar 

example, as it is a new remake of a 1977 TV anime series, called Space Battleship Yamato (Uchū 

Senkan Yamato). This remake followed hot on the heels of a blockbuster-sized live action hit film 

starring pop star Kimura Takuya, also titled Space Battleship Yamato (2010).  Although planned 

as a TV anime series of 26 episodes scheduled to be aired in 2013, Yamato 2199 was released in 

cinemas first, starting from April 2012, in seven instalments. Just as with Gundam UC, the cinema 

releases were accompanied by an online video on demand service supplied through Hikari TV 

(NTT’s streaming service company), pre-sales of a special Blu-ray edition in cinemas (later 

followed by official DVD/Blu-ray editions) and special events (usually pre-screening panels 

involving creative staff) in cinemas. Additionally, both Gundam UC and Yamato 2199 have manga 

versions (i.e. manga adaptations), which were released alongside the TV anime rather than acting 

as an original source text.  From these examples, the importance of new media and pre-planned 

franchising practices becomes clear. When huge, pre-existing franchises surround new texts, as in 

the cases of Gundam UC and Space Battleship Yamato 2199, it seems that the challenge 

becomes one of differentiation from earlier franchise production cycles. Producers seem to be 

combining old and new media release strategies in order to create new market spaces for texts to 

separate them out from their precursors. In this way, transmedia franchises are being adapted 

across new media platforms while capitalising on manufactured scarcity (like the short release 

windows at cinemas) to create hype.  

 

4.2 The Growing Popularity of Original Animation 

In the 2000s, the majority of media franchising business in Japan has continued to be based 

upon the adaptation of manga, light novels, or games into anime, films and/or television dramas. 

From 2010, a change in this tendency started to appear in the anime industry. Both in TV and 

cinema, original anime (i.e. not based upon manga or other media, but planned and developed as 

TV anime from the beginning) have been increasing in number and receiving favourable audience 

attention. In these cases, pre-planned franchising tends to focus on ancillary merchandising, 

music and ‘live shows’ (often voice actors reading scripts on stage, backed by exclusive anime 

imagery). 

Aniplex, an animation planning and production company, is active in this field. Suggesting a 

co-operation to TV Tokyo, Aniplex launched a joint animation production project, Anime no chikara 

(The Power of Anime), which was intentionally planned to create new territory in original anime. It 

resulted in three TV anime series in 2010. Natsume Kōichirō, the president of Aniplex, stated in 

relation to the project that, ‘original works have merit in encouraging the creativity of anime 

creators. We want to challenge the whole industry with more original works from now on’ 

(Dengekionline, 2012).  In the same year, Aniplex also produced another original TV anime, Angel 

Beats!, the plan for which was largely dependent on the original script written by a game scenario 

writer, Maeda Jun. Most recently, the production has been advancing on another new original 

project, Vivid Red Operation, this time led by Takamura Kazuhiro, the director of the film version of 

the animation Strike Witches (2012).  

The new tendency became more prominent in 2011. The original TV anime broadcast in this 

year included Puella Magi Madoka Magica (Mahō shōjo madoka magika), We Do Not Yet Know 

the Name of the Flower We Saw That Day (Ano hi mita hana no namae o bokutachi wa mada 

shiranai), Un-go and Tiger and Bunny. Tiger and Bunny’s producers experimented by building 
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unprecedented levels of product placement into this new show’s narrative, which off-set its 

potential risk as an untested anime text. Puella Magi Madoka Magica, on the other hand, which 

was one of the Aniplex products that aired on MBS TV and TBS TV during the January-March 

term, became a high-profile hit, purportedly due to its unusual narrative and visual style. Both of 

these hits paved the way for the other original anime that followed later in the year.  

Iwakami Atsuhiro, one of the producers of Madoka Magica, has mentioned that a new trend 

is being felt in the industry, saying, ‘Until a little while ago, it was mostly PC games or light novels 

that were the epicentre of the trend, but during the past one or two years, a movement from 

[original] anime began to arise’ (Otona anime: 2012: 27). This new trend seems to challenge 

current understanding of transmedia franchises as being heavily reliant upon pre-sold products. 

Indeed, while original anime lacks the pre-existing popularity of manga or other original sources in 

the background, Madoka Magica inverted the usual transmedia franchising logic, when its 

producers withheld information during the build up to the initial broadcasts. Iwakami acknowledges 

that such a zero-publicity strategy was a ‘gamble’, but he contends that the rewards generated 

were likely to be greater as a result (Ibid.). Adapting a well-known original is certainly a safe bet, 

but by contrast, can become a burden on producers as they attempt to meet existing fan 

expectations. Like any deviation in existing trends, therefore, Aniplex’s original anime strategy 

relies on novelty and difference from the franchises around it in order to carve out a place in 

market. What is unusual here is how carefully orchestrated the flows of information were, and how 

much of the pre-planning (merchandising etc.) was used to ‘tease’ the show and to guide audience 

expectations. 

Another contributing factor in the rise of original anime is that there are growing numbers of 

highly trained transmedia writers, producers, directors and animators. These specialists are 

increasingly trusted by industry to produce original TV anime, particularly where high levels of 

ambition and investment are required. For example, Maeda Jun, the aforementioned scriptwriter of 

Angel Beats!, had been working in the game industry to produce original concepts such as Little 

Busters! (2007), and, similarly, Urobuchi Gen, the scriptwriter of Madoka Magica, was also a 

developer/scenario writer of such games as Phantom of Inferno (2000). Therefore, one of the key 

results of the post-millennial changes in franchising practices has been to create a talent pool that 

can work, and increasingly are working, across and between different media platforms in Japan.  

The increase in original development, however, may imply a more fundamental issue in the 

media franchise business in Japan. There is a finite supply of original materials with large pre-

existing consumer bases and potential for further transmedia exploitation. Especially manga, 

which is usually produced in a serialised format, and therefore requires time to develop storylines 

for adaptation and audiences willing to cross between media platforms. Considering the rapid 

turnover rate of TV anime, many of which do not exceed one quarter year (11 episode series are 

common), the slow pace of manga production can cause an overall shortage of adaptation-ready 

material. Therefore, original anime, which can be designed with transmedia product placement, 

spin-offs or other forms of franchising in mind, are understandably attractive.  

Another reason for the growing levels of original anime is the high turnover rate in TV anime 

versus finite adaptation source materials. This results in greater competition among production 

studios to secure the rights for them. Even if producers succeed in securing high quality source 

materials, the success of adaptations are never guaranteed, despite high expectations. Rather, as 

media franchises and seisakuiinkai have become prevalent phenomena in Japan’s media 
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industries, there are hints appearing that the impact of synergy and cross-media promotion is 

diminishing. For example, the reciprocal rises in manga sales following adaptations happens only 

for a small number of popular originals, leaving most of the other works unaffected, or seeing the 

sales of original manga quickly decrease once broadcasting or cinema releases conclude. 

Kawamura Genki, a Toho (another of Japan’s major studios) film producer who has been involved 

in several manga-adapted films such as Detroit Metal City (2008, dir. Toshio Lee), Moteki and 

Space Brothers, worries about the possibility that ‘various kinds of promotion methods become so 

patterned that they do not influence customers anymore’ (Matsutani, 2007:46). This goes some 

way to explaining why Japanese transmedia franchises have so many potential starting points – 

as seisakuiinkai cherry pick from among the biggest media hits from a wide range of platforms 

including light novels, novels, manga, anime, game software and even song lyrics to find the 

source for the next big hit franchise. The pressure to continually find the newest hit texts creates a 

rapid turnover in production types and trends, seen in the recent rise of original TV anime, but also 

in the rising levels of all adaptation types over the last decade.  

4.3 Media Franchising and Changes in New Media 

Many of the examples so far suggest the increasing participation of online service providers 

in Japan’s media franchise business. There are, however, challenges in this area, particularly in 

the range of static and mobile communications platforms available in Japan. The key to opening 

up this new field belongs to the popularisation of smartphones, the optimised viewing tool for this 

kind of service, and the adoption of 4G, the next generation in mobile communication, which 

promises to be powerful enough to deal with high quality videos. In addition to technological 

issues, there is also the problem of pricing strategy. A significant issue facing online services is 

their relatively low pricing, with online video streaming of a film in Japan bringing in only about 

10% of the price of a DVD. As long as Blu-ray, which is even more expensive than DVD, remains 

a profitable option for suppliers, the home entertainment market will continue to be occupied by 

Blu-ray titles instead of online video on demand services.  

Nevertheless, it is expected that online streaming services will eventually replace Blu-ray as 

data transfer technology develops. Telecommunication (i.e. hardware) companies are accordingly 

getting more involved in media content production and distribution businesses (i.e. software), and 

there are increasing cases of co-operation found between these two areas. For example, NTT and 

Kadokawa co-established NTT Prime Square, an online content business company, which runs a 

content portal site Fan+ providing streaming or downloading services to customers. NTT and 

Kadokawa also agreed to establish a new joint company Docomo Anime Store Inc. in late May 

2012. Docomo Anime Store will run NTT’s new anime streaming service for smartphones, called 

the dMarket Anime Store, for which NTT will provide the platform (i.e. distribution and 60% of 

investment) while Kadokawa provides anime content (i.e. production and 40% of investment). 

Combining Kadokawa’s content production know-how and NTT’s distribution network, this kind of 

cooperation is expected to achieve the same effect as vertical integration. These kinds of 

arrangements will allow telecommunication companies, such as NTT, to be more directly involved 

in media production, expanding their roles in seisakuiinkai. In terms of media content, the kinds of 

media (e-books, anime, TV dramas, films etc.) provided online are horizontally expanding, with 

transmedia franchising appearing online. Densha Otoko (Train Man) is a prototype example. It 

was adapted from online blog material into a live action TV drama (2005) and then a film in 2005. 

Koizora (Sky of Love, 2007) and Akai ito (The Red Thread, 2008) are also films adapted from 

keitai (mobile phone) novels.  
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Main Findings: 

 Original Video Anime are back, but in new, digital, transmedia forms; 

 Cinema releases can be used to generate hype, or ‘booms’ in franchise 

consumption, even for texts whose main releases are found within other media 

(especially television); 

 Pressure to create hits generates a fast turnover in production trends, and also 

quick shifts in focus from one type of source text to another; 

 Original anime results in franchising that centres on, and begins with, television 

broadcasting and relies on a sense of difference from other types of media 

franchising for its success; 

 The production of original anime is reliant upon transmedia movements in 

production staff, who move between media like games and anime; 

 New trends suggest that transmedia storytelling practices are expanding, with 

TV anime and their film versions becoming more closely entwined; 

  Anime and live action gekijōban work to extend pre-existing narratives from 

other media, often due to their shared mode of production (either live action or 

animation); 

 Japan’s development of streaming, 4G and smartphone apps may create new 

platforms for distribution; 

 New media are increasingly forming the source texts for new franchising 

activities. 
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 The gradual transfer to an online business environment implies a big change in overseas 

markets as well. Though anime and manga started out with ‘disguised’ distribution in the USA and 

Europe, the popularity of Japanese manga and anime in Western countries grew wildly throughout 

the 1990s and 2000s, beginning from the distribution of a few high profile works such as Akira 

(1988, dir. Otomo Katsuhiro), Ghost in the Shell (Kōkaku Kidōtai, 1995, dir. Oshii Mamoru) and 

Studio Ghibli’s films to such mega-hit franchise series as Dragonball and Pokémon. As fans 

increased in number and the home video market expanded, greater numbers of production and 

distribution companies developed to participate in transnational Japanese media distribution and 

translation businesses. These frequently took the form of either subsidiaries of Japanese parent 

companies, or local companies receiving licenses to sell Japanese media products. Such 

partnerships developed around the world, but perhaps most notably and profitably within North 

America, Australia and across Europe (Greater China and South Korea are also important 

markets, but piracy issues in those regions makes their production and consumption cultures more 

difficult to map). These overseas markets have been increasing in importance in recent years, with 

the Japanese government’s recognition of the ‘soft power’ of Japanese media products (McGray, 

2002; JETRO, 2005) and as a result of increasing online markets for Japanese texts. Among 

these regional exports, the North American markets are the most high profile and profitable.  For 

this reason, this section charts the companies who currently dominate the distribution of Japanese 

media products in North America.  

 Anime and manga were not among the first Japanese popular media formats to travel 

abroad.  For example, it was an Italian, Guilliana Stramigiloi, who famously intervened to bring 

Kurosawa Akira’s film Rashōmon (1950) to the attention of the outside world (Richie, 1987: 19). 

Moreover, the early television history of anime was a product of the work of American distributors, 

such as the Fred Ladd company (Leonard, 2005; Ladd and Deneroff, 2009), and the Trans-Lux 

Television Corporation (Moran, 1997; Daliot-Bul, 2013), who cut together and redubbed anime 

with little regard to a sense of their ‘original’ meanings or purposes. In a similar move, early anime 

distribution in Europe abounds with examples of their re-editing and redubbing to suit local tastes, 

at a moment when local television markets were expanding and required additional content to fill 

air-time (Pellitteri et al. 2010). Similarly, the early releases of manga in America saw them ‘flipped,’ 

edited and resized so that they more closely resembled the look of US comic books. The 

popularisation of ‘Japanese’ media around the world, therefore, has not historically been 

predicated on the retention of recognisable national signifiers.  

 However, following the establishment of the home video market in the 1980s and the rise of 

independent comic book publishers, Japanese anime, film and manga have enjoyed a growing 

V. TRANSNATIONAL DISTRIBUTORS & CHALLENGES IN OVERSEAS 

MARKETS 
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transnational presence. There are large numbers of companies either directly involved in the 

distribution of Japanese media in North America, or who take on ancillary or supporting roles to 

those distribution practices. For example, VIZ media (formerly VIZ Communications), formed by 

Japanese publishers Shōgakukan and Shūeisha, have released many of their parent companies’ 

manga titles (including Shōnen Jump); Kodansha, another big Japanese publisher, has released 

its titles in the US through American publishers such as Dark Horse Comics, TokyoPop and Del 

Rey Manga, but in 2008, it launched a subsidiary Kodansha USA and began to distribute its own 

titles; Bandai has been undertaking anime/manga distribution and licensing business in the US 

through Bandai Entertainment (which merged with Bandai Visual USA in 2008); FUNimation and 

Manga Entertainment are other notable anime distributors in the US; and many of the 

aforementioned companies also have European branches such as VIZ Media Europe, BEEZ 

Entertainment and Manga UK. As the range of these international redistribution and translation 

companies suggest, the market for manga in North America is mature and highly diversified. 

The first major distributor under scrutiny in this section is Bandai Entertainment, part of the 

larger Bandai Namco Group that was created in 2005. First as Bandai Visual USA, and then as 

Bandai Entertainment, the Bandai Namco Group have had representation in the US markets for 

over a decade. In their 2012 Annual Report, this transnational group of companies notes a sharp 

decline in global sales, and outlines their attempts at recovery and consolidation, proclaiming that, 

‘Our greatest asset is our strong, extensive IP [Intellectual Property] portfolio.’ (2012: 17) They go 

on to outline their ‘new’ transmedia approach to exploiting the ‘potential’ of that portfolio (Figure 

5.1). In contrast to other media distributors analysed hereafter, Bandai Namco have recently 

played down their transnational media content creation business, in favour of focusing on toys and 

home game software. The latter includes a newly created Namco Bandai Games company with 

1000 employees.  However, the Namco Bandai Group overall contends that its ‘strategy of 

integrated brand management’ (19) aims to exploit its already popular titles like Power Rangers 

and Gundam through something they term ‘Visual Merchandising’ 

(www.bandaivisual.co.jp/e/flow.html). Through such means, the Namco Bandai Group, led from a 

central Japanese company perspective, places the Japanese market squarely at the centre of its 

production and distribution landscape. 
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Figure 5.1: Bandai Namco’s Understanding of its Mobile Suit Gundam Intellectual Property 

(reproduced from   information in: Bandai Namco, 2012: 17) 

 What this annual report masks is the fact that in 2012 Bandai Entertainment ceased its 

distribution of manga and anime in North America. Ken Iyadomi, then CEO of Bandai 

Entertainment, told the Anime News Network in an interview that: 

The pricing range for our products kept dropping in Western countries, and people tended 

only to buy sets with very reasonable prices, which we understand is what fans want, but it 

lead us to a different strategy than what Japanese licensors wanted…. So we had a 

problem (Svakis and MacDonald, 2012). 

Here, Iyadomi outlines the clash in industrial approaches that led to the cessation of Namco 

Bandai’s North American manga and anime division, only a few years after declarations about 

their ‘soft power’ began. Moreover, in doing so he specifically notes a strategic misunderstanding 

about the value of manga and anime on the part of Japanese licensors as the root cause of this 

strategic misalignment.  

What also becomes clear in the space of this interview, and others, is just how few people 

were employed at Bandai Entertainment: five in total. This small investment belies the relatively 

large success that Bandai Entertainment had in the period leading up to the decline in the global 

DVD market. Low levels in personnel investment, and a declining market for DVD, combined with 

the rise of online and mobile gaming sectors, seems to have pushed the parent company, Namco 

Bandai, to abandon its manga and anime distribution. In this regard, the closing of smaller 

companies, or their shift from direct distribution to licensing, as in the case of Bandai 

Entertainment, is perhaps less significant in human terms than it might first appear. For fans of 

their texts, however, the ramifications are more significant because changes in company 

structures, reduction in personnel and misaligned perceptions of the value of anime and manga 

texts can all create significant delays in the distribution of texts to transnational audiences. 
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Manga Entertainment and FUNimation have, by contrast, been far more successful. Manga 

Entertainment, for example, is not one company, but effectively two, with branches in the USA and 

UK (the latter of which has been noticeably more active in recent times). Taken together, Manga 

Entertainment distributes a wide range of Japanese media, most prominently anime, but also live 

action films. The company has a complex industrial history, beginning as part of Palm Pictures, 

and then IDT Entertainment, before being bought by Starz on behalf of the Liberty Media Group. 

By connecting to larger transnational media distribution companies in this manner, Manga 

Entertainment is well-placed to weather the collapse of the DVD market. Unlike the Bandai 

Entertainment example, Manga Entertainment’s parent company is a media conglomerate with 

multi-national television and online distribution outlets, through which both parent company and 

subsidiary can maximise the potential profits of the TV anime and films that Manga Entertainment 

licenses. However, Manga Entertainment, like other companies involved in anime distribution, has 

been seeking alternative methods of distribution in the wake of declining DVD sales. 

Early examples included the streaming of anime episodes online, and a quick shift towards 

Blu-ray and box-set release strategies. In 2007, the company’s website was rebranded and 

manga.com was announced: 

The new destination site includes a unique blend of video, product-related information and 

other editorial content that will deliver a customized user experience to a wide range of 

users; from product-hungry anime-fans to web-video enthusiasts looking for their daily fix of 

sexy animation, killer kill shots, crazy monster and masterful samurais. (ANN, 2007) 

This move works to embed anime content within the company’s branded spaces online, closely 

connecting the two. Moreover, it works to create community relationships between content-hungry 

fans and ‘editorial’ staff. This creates Manga Entertainment’s US and UK websites as venues for 

legal community interaction, taking fans away from the growing number of gray- and black market 

venues for online anime consumption. Manga Entertainment, through its connections with Starz, 

was also quick to move to distribution on emerging online platforms like Apple’s iTunes (ANN, 

2008). Through these means, and by responding to fan demands on their websites and through 

their DVD and Blu-ray release strategies, Manga Entertainment have been able to maintain a 

significant transnational distribution profile despite the current challenging market conditions. 

FUNimation, likewise, have worked hard to create a sense of community around their 

distribution of Japanese anime products. Formed in 1994, the company is forthright about its 

attempts to create cultural connections between its Japanese brands and US culture. Their 

website proclaims that: 

FUNimation markets its brands via advertising, public relations, social media marketing, 

cross promotion opportunities with licensees, national fast food promotions, and 

promotional opportunities with broadcast and online content partners. 

(www.funimation.com/about-us) 

Successful anime companies in America, therefore, appear to be retaining audiences by moving 

ever-further away from the traditional media of the home entertainment markets, and towards 

increasingly complex understanding of community-building and online distribution platforms. 

 FUNimation was owned by Navarre, who sold the company in 2011, on the grounds that its 

‘Japanese anime business was not a strategic fit with the rest of our company’ (Navarre, 2011: 2).  

http://www.funimation.com/about-us
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FUNimation was sold for $24-million to its CEO, Gen Fukunaga, and a group of investors. 

However, the once parent company still acts as FUNimation’s main logistics support and 

distribution agent (ANN 2011). Again, the instability in the financing of this anime business reflects 

the economic downturn and decline in traditional home entertainment markets. But, in this 

instance, the company has effectively gone independent. As with the case of Bandai 

Entertainment, therefore, FUNimation has been struggling to find a parent company that will 

provide it with financial backing and security, instead turning to a select group of rich investors, 

who are supporting its current activities. In its ownership issues, FUNimation provides evidence to 

suggest the lack of a clear path forward for future manga and anime releases, and the impact of 

new digital technologies on older, print and DVD-based business models. As with Manga 

Entertainment, the FUNimation response has been to move wholeheartedly into the new online 

worlds of manga and anime, but issues remain in how to encourage fans to pay for (how to 

‘marketize’) those online services. 

 Two other companies are particularly noteworthy additions to the transnational distribution 

of Japanese media sources in the US. TokyoPop and VIZ Media provide good examples of how 

the US manga industry has been operating in recent years. Both companies have recently faced 

considerable challenges. VIZ Media stopped publishing monthly manga magazine Shōnen Jump 

in printed form in 2012, due to decreasing sales. Two years ago in 2010, it also made 40% of its 

employees redundant, and closed down its New York branch office. TokyoPop, the second most 

significant manga publisher in sales in the US after VIZ Media, completely pulled out of its print 

manga business in 2011 after the shock of the bankruptcy of Borders, one of the US’s largest 

book retailers, which had previously been a key business partner to TokyoPop. These changes do 

not, however, signal the end of VIZ Media and TokyoPop in any straightforward way. For the latter 

company, despite closing its North American publishing division in 2011 (ANN 2011), they have 

re-launched as a web-only platform (tokyopop.com). They have also made links with RightStuf! to 

distribute their manga and have developed ‘apps’ to enable online publication of their properties. 

One unexpected result of TokyoPop’s refiguring has been its boost to RightStuf!, which has gained 

a far more dominant place in the market than it had previously enjoyed (www.rightstuf.com).  

 VIZ Media, on the other hand, is still busily releasing a wide range of media (anime, manga 

and film) through its website. In January 2013, it announced the digital re-launch of Shōnen Jump, 

via an app for Apple technologies. It has also recently launched a new online streaming service 

called Neon Alley. Moreover, it is still active across Europe through the VIZ Media Europe Group, 

which includes companies distributing to Germany, Switzerland, France and the UK (the latter two 

countries being represented by Kaze). In these respects, while the older media formats (print 

manga and anime DVDs) have been rapidly declining, there is a somewhat commensurate rise in 

the levels of online media. The remaining challenge for these mediator-distributors of Japanese 

media products is finding a way to adequately recoup costs through online markets.  

What lies behind these phenomena is the reality of a large-scale reduction in the sales of 

both manga (43% from $210 million to $120 million in the US) and anime (45% from 16.8 billion 

Yen to 9.2 billion world-wide) in overseas markets (Figures 5.2 and 5.3). It is worth noting that the 

prevalence of digital file sharing among foreign manga/anime fans has been deemed the main 

cause of this depression. However, seen from a broader viewpoint, the current crisis indicates a 

more fundamental change in transnational distribution industries – a move into the digital 

environment. 
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Figure 5.2: Manga sales in US (million dollar) (reproduced using data  from ICv2, Internal 

Correspondence #71, June 2010) 

 

 

Figure 5.3: World-wide sales of Japanese anime (billion Yen ) (from The Association of 

Japanese Animation)  

 

The transnational manga industry has been one of the industries hardest hit by the shift to 

digital. In addition to VIZ Media’s Shōnen Jump, Yen Press in the US converted its printed 

magazine Yen Plus into online format ($2.99 per month for two issues) in 2010. Mediating US-

based companies have also been affected by Japanese publishers beginning to directly release 

their online manga in overseas markets. In 2011, the Digital Comic Association, formed by 39 

Japanese manga publishers including Kadokawa, Kodansha, Shūeisha and Shōgakukan, 

launched a new manga portal site, JManga.com, which not only provides manga information (new 

releases, interviews, special reports etc.) for world-wide readers and builds online community 

amongst them, but also offers preview options and selling translated digital manga in volumes or 
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by the chapter. There is, however, the possibility that, as such direct online sales become more 

prevalent, conflicts of interest will arise between Japanese publishers and local distributors that 

have previously licensed, translated and sold printed manga in foreign markets.  

Currently, overseas video streaming services are being provided by such companies as 

Crunchyroll (near-world-wide, though some of its content remain region-specific), VIZ Media (US), 

Anime Network (North America) and Anime on Demand (UK). Crunchyroll started its legal 

streaming service in 2009 in association with TV Tokyo and other Japanese TV stations for the 

supply of popular anime programmes such as Naruto, Bleach, Gintama, Full Metal Alchemist and 

One Piece. TV Tokyo also provides its animation programmes to English and Spanish speaking 

viewers through Crunchyroll, covering vast areas in the world on the same day as broadcast in 

Japan. Crunchyroll has also been expanding into the field of live action Japanese television 

drama, which allows it to compete with other North American online distributors like Hulu, who 

have begun releasing popular South Korean television dramas. FUNimation and Japan’s online 

video streaming service Niconico Douga also started to cooperate in 2011. They are working to 

exploit the former’s pre-existing fanbase and brand recognition as a home entertainment retailer in 

the North American market, and the latter’s ability to provide various anime programmes at almost 

the same time as they air in Japan. Another big market for video streaming business is China, 

where TV Tokyo is providing animation programmes (including Naruto) through China’s video 

sharing website, Tudou. For the protection of her media industries, China has restricted the 

broadcasting and cinema releases of foreign animation, and in this regard, online streaming is 

expected to become an alternative distribution route to broaden Chinese viewership of Japanese 

anime.  

As the examples above show, one of the most prominent benefits of doing business online is 

the simultaneity of media exposure/experience beyond national or regional boundaries. It is easier 

to achieve that simultaneity in video streaming, where the only time-constraint barrier results from 

the translation of dialogue through subtitling or dubbing. Hence most of the services mentioned 

above offer to streaming of an anime programme right after its broadcast in Japan has ended. (For 

Crunchyroll, for example, streaming happens within just one hour of Japanese broadcasts.) These 

services tend to utilise subtitling, which is quicker and cheaper than dubbing. Called ‘simulcasting’, 

this synchronous online streaming across nations is becoming a more and more general 

phenomenon. And it not only applies to streaming but also to home entertainment and cinema 

releases: for example, 009 Re:Cyborg, the upcoming animation film based on a famous TV anime 

series, will be released in cinemas throughout six Asian countries (Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

Singapore, Malaysia and South Korea) on the same day. 

 In the case of manga, the transnational simultaneous release is more difficult to arrange 

than video streaming, as manga tends to take more time to translate, due to the need to 

reconstruct text and pictures for localisation. Nevertheless, digital versions of manga can 

significantly reduce the time lag in publication between Japan and other countries. For example, 

VIZ Media’s Weekly Shonen Jump Alpha releases digital versions of Shūeisha’s Shūkan Shōnen 

Janpu about two weeks after the latter is published in Japan. The online magazine Yen Plus even 

attempts same-day publication of manga series Soul Eater Knot! in between the US and Japan.  

The main remaining barriers to distribution, therefore, are the desires for high quality releases 

(streaming offering noticeably poorer video quality than either DVD or Blu-ray), demographics 

(pre-reading age child audiences, for example, who cannot cope with subtitles) and ‘region’-

specific license allocations. In the latter case, it is notable that, although many of Crunchyroll’s 
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anime texts are now streamed ‘globally,’ barriers to its global ambitions remain due to the 

existence of competing local license holders beyond North America. There are, therefore, still 

challenges to be met within digital distribution, in addition to the lingering desire for media ‘objects’ 

among collector-fans. 

5.1 Co-productions and Licensing to Overseas Productions 

A final, significant aspect of contemporary Japanese media production resides in the 

marginal spaces of ‘Japanese’ production: the selling of licenses to overseas producers, and the 

creation of ‘transnational’ media texts. The Japanese government has been emphasising the 

importance of such endeavours since the millennium. There are now multiple reports from the 

Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) explaining how to make contact with, and how to 

work with, Japanese industry partners. Further, UniJapan has produced two co-production reports 

(2009 and 2010), which provide details about how to work with Japanese film partners to create 

transnational films in Japan. These reports provide overviews of how industries in Japan work, but 

also information about the kinds of local government permits needed to undertake such work.  

This is in part, due to the lack of Japanese film distribution abroad. Though a huge number of 

films have been made available on DVD and Blu-ray compared to their availability before those 

formats exited, limitations remain. Releases of Japanese films in North America and Europe, for 

instance, are not modelled on the kinds of transmedia franchising practices noted above in relation 

to Japan. Compared to the relatively large numbers of films being produced (normally around 400 

per year over the last decade), relatively few Japanese films receive either cinema or home 

entertainment releases beyond Asia. This despite the myriad companies specialising in Japanese 

film releases. An increasing number are being bought up by major US-based distributors like 

Disney (who release Studio Ghibli’s films) and Warner Bros. (who have a Japanese production 

and distribution arm that works in concert with its US parent company, purchasing rights to 

distribution and remakes). However, despite these shifts, the majority of Japanese film releases 

tend to be limited to anime (Manga Entertainment, FUNimation, Disney), ‘classic’ Japanese 

cinema and arthouse cinema (Criterion Collection, the British Film Institute, Eureka), genre cinema 

(4Digital Asia, Geneon, FUNimation) and what might be thought of as ‘cult’ Japanese films (Third 

Window, Eastern Star). Currently there are no DVD labels beyond Asia that are focused solely on 

the transnational release of Japan’s high profile manga adapted films; or, on the releases of 

Japanese franchises per se.  

Therefore, the greatest impact, in economic terms, of Japanese media’s soft power, is the 

ability of Japanese producers to sell formats (in the case of television) or rights for remakes (in the 

case of films) to producers abroad. Taiwanese and South Korean producers have sometimes 

been faster to recognise the potential of Japanese media products than their Japanese 

counterparts. Angie Chai famously bought the rights for Kamio Yoko’s Boys Over Flowers manga, 

adapting it as hit TV show Meteor Garden (Liuxing Huayuan, 2001, with sequels in 2001 and 

2002), the second season of which became the original author’s blueprint for her ongoing manga 

narrative. In a torturous, but more openly transnational co-production exchange, the rights to 

manga Skip Beat! (Nakamura Yoshiki, 2002-) were bought for adaptation into a live action 

television drama co-production between Japan and Taiwan. While various financial and casting 

problems delayed the production and release of the television show until 2011, this transnational 

exchange involved location shooting in Japan and Taiwan, in addition to a hybridised production 

staff, with both Taiwanese and Japanese members. The Taiwanese television drama of Skip Beat! 
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adds to a pre-existing franchise in Japan that included the manga and an anime TV show. The fact 

that manga are now being used as the source materials for television and film across Asia signals 

the complex connectivity shared between markets, but also a set of shared audiences and tastes 

(for more, see: Iwabuchi, 2004). 

Similar examples can be found in Asian film cultures, as when the manga of Old Boy 

(Tsuchiya Garon, 1996-1998) and Kanna-san, Saiseikō Desu! (Kanna’s Big Success!, Suzuki 

Yumiko, 1997-1999) became the source materials for hit South Korean films (in the latter case the 

title changed to 200lbs Beauty).  However, these sorts of exchanges have been outshone by 

recent discussions of potential co-productions between Hollywood and Japan. In many cases, the 

rights alone are purchased, and then American producers adapt or remake Japanese texts. For 

example, such was the case for the original Ring (1998) remake directed by Gore Verbinski 

(2002). J-horror, as a production cycle, is particularly interesting, however, for the way in which 

Japanese directors have been invited into the remakes of their texts. This was the case, perhaps 

most famously, for the sequels to The Ring (Ring 2 being directed in America by the series’ 

original director Nakata Hideo in 2005) and Ju-on (The Grudge, 2002 – though there were earlier 

television and straight-to-video versions - with Ju-on 2 being made in Japan in 2004 with a 

transnational cast starring Sarah Michelle Geller, but by the original series director Shimizu 

Takashi). As these examples demonstrate, where directorial style has been deemed a significant 

factor in the success of horror film franchises, transnational co-productions using Japanese staff 

have flourished. 

Similarly, in the wake of the recent boom in global anime distribution and fandom, traceable 

to the late 1990s distribution deals between Disney and Studio Ghibli and the distribution of the 

Pokémon television series, American producers have begun to involve themselves in anime 

production and distribution. High profile examples of the former can be found in the anime inserts 

into films like Kill Bill: Volume 1 (2003, dir. Quentin Tarantino) and in American franchise products 

like the Batman: Gotham Knight (2008) DVD, which was animated by some of Japan’s most 

famous anime studios, including Madhouse Animation and Studio 4°C. However, perhaps the best 

example of anime co-production is one that inverts the distribution norms of anime - Afro Samurai 

(2007; 2009). Born from a concept design by Japanese animation studio, Gonzo’s, and its desire 

to penetrate the American marketplace, Afro Samurai became a high profile US-Japanese anime 

co-production. The concept was taken by one of Gonzo’s American-born executives and shown to 

a range of American producers. Cable channel Spike TV picked up the option for Afro Samurai 

after American star Samuel L. Jackson announced he would be involved as the voice of the 

central character, and as an executive producer. The television show first aired on Spike TV in 

America, and also on their website, taking ten months to filter through to Japanese distribution on 

Fuji Television in October 2007. Afro Samurai, therefore, offers a transnational example of anime 

production, and a mirror image of normative flows in anime, which usually go from Japan to the 

‘West’.  

As with Afro Samurai in anime, the highest profile examples of transnational film co-

productions between Japan and other nations are shared with the US. However, this cycle of 

production has been waning, and more recent film co-productions have tended towards the 

purchases of licensing rights, rather than the hiring of Japanese acting or production talent. 

Nevertheless, there are several examples of this trend, including high profile blockbuster Speed 

Racer (dir. Larry and Andy Wachowski, 2008). On its release, Speed Racer was cited across the 

media as the biggest blockbuster film failure of the year, costing in excess of a reported $250 
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million to produce, and making back only an approximate $50 million worldwide during cinema 

exhibition. Other examples, like Dragon Ball: Evolution (dir. James Wong, 2009) and Blood: The 

Last Vampire (dir. Chris Nahon, 2009) had more modest budgets but have also been considered 

to be box office failures. The failure of such high profile manga and anime adaptations in the US 

has thrown future productions into doubt. This includes the most high profile anime adaptation 

currently proposed: the Akira remake, the rights for which had been bought by Hollywood 

production company Warner Bros. and actor Leondardo DiCaprio for his production company 

Appian Way. In 2012, production on the live action version was shut down over concerns about a 

lack of stars, script problems and an escalating budget that had reached $90-million (Kit, 2012). 

However, Hollywood’s lack of success with Japanese live action adaptations of Japanese media is 

likely to be countered in the summer of 2013, with the release of Guillermo Del Toro’s Pacific Rim, 

which is based on a loose amalgamation of Japanese daikaijū (giant monster) and mecha (anime 

giant robot) genres. If Pacific Rim proves successful, it may inspire a new cycle of Japanese 

media remakes. 

Overall, then, the transnational reach of Japanese media products has been radically 

increasing in recent years. Audiences for Japanese media products like manga, anime and film 

are increasingly regional and even global. However, it is notable that this same period marks an 

increased emphasis on inward-looking domestic franchising practices, which means that Japan’s 

new raft of ‘megahit’ films (those earning more than 40-million Yen ) are not necessarily easy to 

sell or remake abroad. So, at the same time as Japanese intellectual properties are being 

exported as never before, Japanese incarnations of them are not always easy to export, especially 

in traditional media formats. 

 Main Findings: 

 There is a long history of Japanese media distribution around the globe, but not always 

in formats that have celebrated or even acknowledged Japanese media’s cultural 

origins; 

 Japanese transnational distribution companies use the language of brands and ‘visual 

merchandising’ to describe their practices and aims; 

 There has been a shift from direct Japanese involvement in distribution, towards a 

focus on licensing; 

 Fundamental misunderstandings of the differences between Japanese and North 

American markets have led to some Japanese-led companies withdrawing from manga 

and anime distribution in the USA; 

 New media platforms, like video streaming, are bringing new companies into the market 

for manga and anime distribution, reducing the time lag between original releases and 

secondary market releases on DVD; 

 This has led to the rise of ‘simulcasting’, the near-simultaneous legitimate releases of 

manga and anime online in the USA (and elsewhere) and Japan, though the same is 

generally not true for live action films; 

 Co-productions, intellectual property licensing and remakes of Japanese franchise texts 

have been expanding across the past decade; 

 Transnational co-productions are flourishing within Asia, but Hollywood has yet to 

create consistently profitable versions of manga- and anime remakes. 
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To summarize: although ‘media mix’ is commonly used to describe the practices of media 

production in Japan, ‘simultaneous mix’ in production and distribution channels is also prominent. 

In ‘simultaneous mix’ manga, novels, television, cinema, video packages, live music and online 

platforms are all marketed together in Japan within a very short period to create instant impact. 

However, there are concerns about the effectiveness of this kind of multi-format transmedia 

franchising because the first exposure (in cinema, for example) can harm the sales of other media 

formats. Moreover, such integrated product chains are difficult to successfully disentangle for 

transnational distribution. Without a larger franchise that can be used to create synergy, or simply 

used to help audiences understand the characters and worlds they are seeing, transnational 

distribution of Japanese franchise texts can be extremely challenging. Thus, within Japan, the 

gamble on mutual reinforcement across texts can result in negative backlashes along a whole 

production chain. But, outside Japan, the lack of that whole production chain can also limit the 

success of individual franchise texts. Consequently, ‘simulatenous mix’ is creating highly 

successful transmedia franchises within Japan, and some other parts of Asia, while creating 

potential barriers to the transnational flow of individual Japanese franchise texts. These barriers 

are exacerbated by the disparities between Japanese media distributors in and outside of Japan. 

Transnational distributors tend to focus on only a few of the kinds of texts usually found among the 

expansive product chains created by Japanese seisakuiinkai, with manga, anime and films from 

the same franchise often disaggregated for transnational distribution as individual texts. 

In the same way, digital technologies and online distribution are seriously impacting on the 

global reach of ‘original’ sources like manga, anime and games software. The large-scale closures 

of North American DVD distributors attest to this sea-change in distribution strategies, but so too 

does the huge amount of fan-produced translation work online (including fansubs of anime and 

live action TV and films, or scanlations of manga). While fans’ grey-market activities are clearly 

impacting on industry negatively, they also allow ever-greater dissemination and market creation 

for Japanese media products, which is resulting in more legal online distribution. An instance of 

this can be seen in Crunchyroll’s shift to include Japanese live action TV drama streaming. Digital 

technology is therefore also making it possible to broaden the spatial geographies of Japanese 

media. Simultaneous mix, which includes simultaneous transnational releases of Japanese media, 

is also moving Japanese media across national, regional and linguistic barriers as never before. 

‘Simultaneous mix’ might therefore be conceptualised not just through media production across a 

range of media platforms, but also in the close temporal releases of those media texts around the 

world. 

Moreover, it is anticipated that the simultaneity, made possible through such technological 

advancements, may present a solution to the problem of copyright infringement, which has been 

caused by digital technologies. Japan’s media industries, in the early 2010s, are experiencing a 

period of great challenge and change due to the advancement of technology and shifts in the 

VI. SUMMARY – ‘SIMULTANEOUS MIX’ 
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domestic and global business environments. But it is also providing an opportunity for Japanese 

media producers to experiment with new kinds of production, promotion and distribution across 

interrelated media products. In these experiments we can see an industry finding new ways to 

reach its audiences, at home and abroad. We can see how Japan’s media industries are 

attempting to shift from simply producing texts, towards producing concepts and characters that 

audiences wish to take with them into their everyday lives. Moreover, we can see how ambitious 

Japan’s media producers are; how they are trying to create ever-more powerful intellectual 

properties that not only reach domestic audiences, but which also include people from all over the 

world.  
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