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Executive Summary

Japan has produced some of the best international expansion stories in software — and some of the most
expensive retreats in retail and consumer tech. The difference is rarely product quality. It is the depth of

localization, the patience to build trust (shinrai), and the discipline of phased commitment.

This paper examines what Slack, Salesforce, and HubSpot did right, what Walmart/Seiyu and other high-
profile exits got wrong, and distills both into a localization scorecard you can run against your own entry
plan before committing capital.

THE PATTERN Winners localized the business model, not just the language. Losers imported a

proven foreign formula and waited for Japan to adapt. Japan does not adapt.

1. The Pattern Behind Success and Failure

Across two decades of foreign entries, three principles separate outcomes:
¢ Deep localization: product, pricing, support, and sales motion rebuilt for Japanese buyers — not
translated at them.

¢ Trust before transactions: reference customers, domestic partnerships, visible long-term
commitment. Japanese enterprises buy the vendor as much as the product.

¢ Phased commitment: validate, then establish, then scale — with the willingness to fund 12-24 pre-
profit months rather than demand U.S.-speed payback.

2. Slack: The Fastest-Growing Market, Done Right

Slack entered Japan with unusual patience for a product-led company. Before any official launch, organic
Japanese usage had already reached roughly 315,000 daily active users — signal the company treated as

an instruction to invest, not a substitute for localization.
¢ Localized product first: the Japanese-language version shipped on 17 November 2017 as Slack’s
first non-English release.

¢ Result: DAU grew from ~300,000 to ~500,000 within about six months of the Japanese release, and
Japan became Slack’s second-largest market outside the U.S.

¢ Ecosystem moves: a Japan entity with local leadership, SoftBank partnership for enterprise
distribution, and marketing rebuilt around Japanese workplace culture rather than Silicon Valley
informality.

¢ Proof of fit: Slack reported ~90% user satisfaction in Japan versus 71% for Microsoft Teams on
comparable review data — evidence that localization depth, not brand, drove preference.

ILESSON Organic pull is a reason to localize faster, not a license to skip it.

3. Salesforce: Localizing the Sales Motion Itself
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Salesforce’s Japanese subsidiary — among the company’s most successful international operations — won

not by translating its CRM but by rebuilding how it sold:
¢ Local leadership with real authority, hired early and empowered on pricing, partnerships, and
hiring.
* Relationship-first enterprise selling aligned to nemawashi/ringi realities: long cultivation, executive
sponsorship, formal proposal culture.

e Customer success as a trust signal: heavy post-sale investment — exactly what Japanese buying
committees need to see to approve a foreign vendor.

¢ Institutional legacy: its “The Model” sales structure (marketing = inside sales - field sales

customer success) became the reference architecture for the entire Japanese SaaS industry.

LESSON In Japan, your go-to-market is part of your product. Salesforce localized the motion, and
the market institutionalized it.

4. HubSpot: Inbound, Rebuilt in Japanese
HubSpot’s Japan entry shows what content-led localization looks like when done seriously:

¢ Transcreation over translation: messaging was rewritten for Japanese business norms — politeness
registers, humility, longer-form explanation — rather than word-swapped from Boston English.

¢ Brand concepts localized: even core positioning language was adapted so that concepts like
“growth” carried the intended nuance for Japanese SMB and mid-market buyers.

¢ Japanese-language content engine: a full local blog, education, and community program — feeding

exactly the internal-circulation materials Japanese evaluation committees rely on.

LESSON Inbound works in Japan — but only in Japanese, and only in the right register.

5. The Failures: Formulas That Did Not Travel

5.1 Walmart / Seiyu

Walmart entered via Seiyu in 2002 and spent nearly two decades applying its “Every Day Low Price”
formula to a market where consumers read very low prices as a quality warning and expect meticulous
service and freshness. After progressive retreats, Walmart sold its final ~15% stake in Seiyu in March 2025
— a complete exit. Costco, which localized its model (membership warehouse adapted to Japanese

shopping patterns) while keeping its identity, continues to expand in the same market.

5.2 eBay

eBay entered Japan late, ran a U.S.-pattern auction marketplace against Yahoo! Auctions’ entrenched,
better-localized network, and withdrew within a few years — the canonical case of underestimating a

domestic incumbent’s ecosystem.

5.3 The common thread
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¢ A globally proven formula applied unmodified.
¢ Insufficient authority for local management to deviate from HQ doctrine.
¢ Underinvestment in the trust infrastructure — partners, references, service depth — that Japanese

customers require.

LESSON Nothing about being big, famous, or right elsewhere transfers automatically. Japan grades

the local execution only.

6. Your Localization Scorecard

Score each dimension 0 (not started) to 3 (fully localized). Below 12/24, enter through partners or delay;
12-18, enter lean with an entry-support partner; above 18, you are ready to build.

Dimension What “3” looks like

Product & Ul Full Japanese Ul, JP data-residency answers, localized onboarding

Pricing & billing JPY price list, annual invoicing, PO-based procurement supported

Sales collateral Ringi-ready Japanese decision packets, ROl models, security questionnaire library
References Named Japanese customers, ideally per target industry

Support Japanese-language support in JST business hours

Team & authority Local lead with pricing/hiring authority; bilingual AE capacity

Channel strategy Deliberate direct/partner mix; Sl relationships mapped

Patience of capital Board-approved 18-24 month pre-profit runway

Next Step: Localization Maturity Assessment

We run this scorecard as a structured Localization Maturity Assessment — benchmarking your product,
collateral, channel plan, and team against companies that succeeded at your stage — and package it with

market research and deal-support options for the gaps it reveals.

CONTACT Request the free assessment, or a working session on your Japan case studies and entry

sequence.

Sources & Notes

¢ Slack official blog and Bloom&¢Co. analyses (pre-launch ~315k DAU; JP release 17 Nov 2017;
~300k->500k DAU in ~6 months; second-largest market claims are from company statements circa
2019-2020).

* Slack-cited review-platform satisfaction data (~90% vs. Teams 71%); treat as vendor-reported.
e Reporting on Walmart’s staged exit from Seiyu, final stake sale March 2025; Costco Japan

expansion coverage.
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e Salesforce Japan history and “The Model” as documented across Japanese SaaS industry literature.
¢ HubSpot Japan localization practices per company materials and localization case commentary.

¢ Case details are compiled from public secondary sources; figures should be re-verified and time-
stamped before external publication.
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