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Japan is the only wealthy country where smoking is not banned in restaurants and cafés. In recent years,
some restaurants and cafés have, on their own initiative, shifted from a configuration of “separated” smoking
areas to being totally smokefree. This raises a big question: will more restaurants and cafés go smokefree?
Looking at Japan’s national tobacco control policymaking, the frustrating truth is that as long as the LDP
remains in power, policymaking will continue to be reactive, slowly catching up with changes in Japanese
culture. So, restaurants and cafés are going to go smokefree based on what owners’ believe, in the words of
government policy, are “appropriate measures according to their situation.”

Money talks. Every week, restaurant and café owners are saying to their managers, “show me the money”
(profits). So, we need to estimate how many owners are making calculations about potential revenue losses
based on smoking. Restaurant and café owners now have to consider two different business model equations:

Smoking Equation: Total customers = nonsmokers who will tolerate smoke + smokers who want to smoke —
nonsmokers (and smokers/quitters) who do not want to be around smokers.

Smokefree Equation: Total customers = nonsmokers (and smokers/quitters) who want to be in a smokefree
environment + smokers who will tolerate not smoking — smokers who want to smoke.

Will restaurants and cafés start shifting more rapidly to the Smokefree Equation? To answer this, we need
to see if we are at a “tipping point.” In anthropological terms, a tipping point is a point in time when a
substantial shift in culture starts to take place. A tipping point occurs when a behavior that a small proportion
of a population initially adopts starts to be adopted by others more and more rapidly until it becomes the norm.
Rogers’ diffusion of innovation model classifies populations that are changing: Innovators (the first 2.5%),
Early Adopters (the next 13.5%), Early Majority (the next 34%), Late Majority (the next 34%) and Laggards
(the last 16%). The tipping point is at 16-20% adoption (initial Early Majority).

Where are Japan’s restaurants and cafés now in this process? Last year, the Tokyo Metropolitan
government surveyed 4,000 establishments and found that 21.3% were smokefree, while 21.1% had separate
smoking areas, and 36.7% said they did not want smoking regulated. Rogers’ model suggests that 21.3%
smokefree is at the tipping point.

McDonald’s Japan recently announced that they have shifted all of their 3,135 restaurants nationwide to
be smokefree. What does this tell us? First, it is important to understand that McDonald’s — the quintessential
global corporation — and McDonald’s Japan are currently experiencing their worst sales declines ever. So,
McDonald’s, a generally cautious company, has to make significant changes in its business model to attract
more customers. According to McDonald’s Japan’s public relations statement, they decided to shift all of their
restaurants to be smokefree “in consideration for the health of their customers and employees.” There may be
some truth in this statement, but McDonald’s is not known for its concerns for customers’ health or for its
employees. McDonald’s is mainly known for localization — adapting its products and services to local cultural
preferences, and adapting to emerging cultural trends.

McDonald’s made another statement about going smokefree that tells us more: “Because we aspire to
create an environment where all of our customers can enjoy our meals, from young children to elderly people.”
In recent years, Japanese have been buying more healthy and organic food. So, going smokefree is pure
localization. For McDonald’s, children are the current and next generation of customers, and most children
come with their moms (now less than 10% of whom smoke). In Japan’s aging society, McDonald’s needs to
attract more elderly customers, many of whom have respiratory sensitivity to smoke or are ex-smokers
wanting to avoid smoke. McDonald’s Japan cannot afford to take big risks, so their decision to go smokefree
tells us they believe that Japan has reached or even passed the tipping point.

McDonald’s competitors also want to be in the Early Majority, shifting to the Smokefree Equation. Many
Kentucky Fried Chicken and Saint Mark’s Cafés have shifted recently to being smokefree. In Kobe’s trendy
Sannomiya shopping district, many chain and independent restaurants and cafés have shifted recently to
being smokefree during lunch hours.



Shifting from “separated” to smokefree is a clear acknowledgement that “separate” smoking areas are no
longer acceptable for most nonsmoking customers. Despite government promotion of “separate” smoking areas,
we can see that Japanese society is rejecting the “separated” configuration because nonsmokers realize that
they are breathing smoke.

These observations suggest that Japan has recently passed the tipping point. We are now at the beginning
of the accelerating part of the trend where more and more restaurants and cafés, joined by McDonalds, will
become smokefree. Without any firm government regulations, we can expect that over the next 6-10 years the
percentage of smokefree restaurants and cafés will probably increase to 60-70%. How rapidly will this actually
happen? That depends on how fast restaurant and café owners realize that they are losing money by not
shifting to the Smokefree Equation. It also depends on how fast national, prefectural and local governments
catch up with the change that is happening in Japanese culture.
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