
Turning Point for the Publishing Industry

Onishi: Japan’s distinctive publishing distribution frame-
works and policies are starting to become ineffectual for 
the purpose of distributing paper books. Since the end of 
World War II, the distribution of paper books in Japan has 
been founded on a resale price maintenance system*1 and 
a consignment system*2, and this framework continues 
to be used today. This framework has led to the creation 
of an ecosystem in which distribution is focused more on 
the needs of the company than on those of the consumer. 
Personally, I believe that the resale price maintenance and 
consignment systems should be maintained, and increas-
ingly used in a flexible manner, going forward. However, the 
era of rapid growth driven by this system is over, and we 
are already seeing the limits of distribution based on com-
pany needs. The industry’s existing distribution functions 
have failed to adapt to the rapidly advancing trends toward 
digitization and digital transformation, causing these func-
tions to fall into a state of ineffectualness.
Niina: Japan’s publishing industry has long followed the 
path of coordination between different companies that have 
specialized in specific functions. Publishers publish writ-
ten works, distributors distribute these works to retailers, 
such as bookstores, and these retailers sell these works 
to readers, with each company focusing only on a specific 
process. This framework can be problematic when an issue 
arises somewhere along the publishing value chain as it is 
difficult to analyze and address such issues from an indus-
trywide perspective without shared recognition and smooth 
coordination between all parties. 
Onishi: It could be said that this framework has created the 
most difficulties for the bookstores at the downstream end 
of the value chain. Saddled with low profit margins, book-
stores have been unable to raise selling prices even as the 
sales volumes of paper books fall. As a result, the majority 
of bookstores have been forced to record operating losses 
due to rising personnel expenses, cashless payment pro-
cessing fees, and other costs. It is therefore crucial for us to 
take steps to prevent the further loss of bookstores, which 
function as important transmission points for culture. At the 
same time, Japan’s publishing industry is currently suffer-
ing from high rates of books being returned unsold by book-
stores. The rate in Japan is around 40%, significantly higher 
than the rates of between 5% and 10% seen in Europe and 
the United States. I believe that this large disparity provides 
a hint at how we should address this issue.

Niina: European and U.S. publishers tend to employ a verti-
cally integrated business model in which these companies 
handle distribution, bookstore operation, and other functions 
in-house. This model gives these publishers a strong recog-
nition of how the issues that occur in distribution or at book-
stores affect them. Japan’s publishing industry, meanwhile, 
has just recently begun moving away from its prior structure 
of function specialization spread among different companies.
Onishi: If we can transition to more market-oriented 
distribution frameworks for the publishing industry, we 
should be able to raise the currently too-low profit margins 
of bookstores to the levels seen in Europe and the United 
States. Moreover, the development and entrenchment 
of frameworks for preventing unnecessary book returns 
would allow publishers to optimize production levels and 
thereby cut unnecessary costs, which could generate sav-
ings that can be returned in part to bookstores. In Europe 
and the United States, a market-oriented approach, as 
opposed to a company-oriented approach, is mainstream. 
Bookstores in these markets order books based on a desire 
to sell those specific books, and publishers produce and 
ship books based on order data. Tohan, as well, has been 
aggressively advancing initiatives aimed at driving the 
transition to market-oriented distribution in the publishing 
industry under the Reborn medium-term management 
plan we launched in 2019.
Niina: I think this significant change of course by Tohan has 
provided a great source of stimulation for the publishing 
industry. Publishing is currently comprised of physical and 
digital publishing venues. Given the turning point currently 
faced by the publishing industry, I feel strongly that there 
is a need to pursue digital transformation as a means 
for integrating these venues to share issues and identify 
common value between these two.
 Moreover, the entire publishing industry, not just Tohan 
and MEDIA DO, have a shared recognition of the current 
state of and issues faced by Japan’s publishing industry 
as well as how publishing should evolve in the future. I am 
convinced that Tohan and MEDIA DO have the potential to 
become a powerful driving force behind the digital trans-
formation of Japan’s publishing industry by sharing their 
insight and resources to promote the transformation of the 
publishing value chain.
Onishi: Tohan has received inquiries from bookstores wonder-
ing if there was a way that they could deal in eBooks. As the 
eBook market grows, I believe that bookstores must trans-
form their business models so that they are not completely 
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dependent on paper books. I think that Libri GmbH, a leading 
German book wholesaler, can serve as a model example 
of how to undertake such a transformation. This company 
leads the industry in its country in terms of both physical and 
digital distribution. We should definitely follow Libri’s example 
by utilizing data and digital technologies to streamline and 
invigorate all areas of the publishing value chain in order to 
develop our businesses in an integrated manner.
 However, Tohan is a physical distribution company, 
and we therefore cannot achieve this transformation by 
ourselves. We are incredibly thankful of our alliance with 
MEDIA DO as its digital expertise, systems, and distribution 
frameworks are a powerful asset for us.
Niina: We can also see a good model example in Amazon, 
which accommodates reader convenience by selling paper 
books and eBooks on the same website. It may be prudent 
for us to pursue a similar model so that we can provide 
users with more fulfilling reading experiences. MEDIA DO 
is in a position in which it can contribute to the publishing 
industry with its technological prowess. Specifically, I  
think we can help with digital transformation targeting the 
entire publishing industry, from the perspectives of both 
paper books and eBooks, and with the digitization of the 
content of various genres. However, it will be difficult for  
us to implement these advancements in the greater society 
using just the systems, expertise, and resources possessed 
by MEDIA DO. This is one of the reasons we teamed up 
with Tohan. You boast a nationwide sales network and 
transactions with 3,000 publishers and 5,000 bookstores, a 
position forged over decades in the paper book distribution 
business. Our ability to ally ourselves with Tohan will be 
an invaluable asset to our efforts to accelerate publishing 
and distribution digital transformation affecting the entire 
publishing industry.

*!  A system permitted under Japan’s Act on Prohibition of Private Monopolization 
and Maintenance of Fair Trade that allows for publishers to fix the prices at 
which bookstores and other retailers sell books and magazines

*"  A method for selling published works based on contracts between publishers, 
distributors (wholesalers), and retailers such as bookstores in which items not 
sold within a predetermined timeframe may be returned to the publisher

Transformation Driven by Key Players in 
Physical and Digital Media Distribution

Onishi: We at Tohan were moved when we heard the vision 
MEDIA DO President Yasushi Fujita had for bookstores. He 
stated that bookstores have an important role to play in 
Japan’s publishing culture and that there is thus a need to 
help them escape their current unfavorable condition and 
to invigorate them. This sentiment resonated with us.
 We have also received a favorable response from 
stakeholders with regard to our alliance with MEDIA DO, 
indicating their high levels of anticipation. MEDIA DO is still 
a relatively new company, and noteworthy characteristics 
people notice include its level of speed as an IT company 
and the degree of passion it exercises as it moves forward, 
driven by its corporate philosophy. Despite this strong 
drive, MEDIA DO is also flexible, able to adjust course to 

potential to further strengthen and evolve this system, and 
the NetGalley service that lets bookstores view the galleys 
(preliminary versions of publications used for proofreading) 
of pre-publication books.

A World in Which Readers Can Enjoy Both 
Physical and Digital Content

Niina: I see potential for joint businesses with Tohan in 
relation to the new technology of NFTs. Using blockchain 
technology, NFTs endow digital content with the type of 
feeling of ownership that was previously reserved for 
physical books. NFTs also allow for the reselling of digital 
content. As for conventional paper books, NFTs can be used 
to attach digital benefits to books to increase their value. 
I want to help shape a world in which customers flock to 
book stores to purchase such NFT-attached books, willing 
to pay even higher prices for them. Yes, NFTs have great 
potential. However, their popularization is being stifled by 
the intangible nature of the virtual world. For NFT provid-
ers, physical books and bookstores and actual readers 
must have great appeal.
Onishi: Bookstores offer a calming environment in which 
visitors have the opportunity to discover books they have 
never heard of. The bookshelves and flat displays stimulate 
intellectual curiosity, and people are able to take books in 
hand and find one they want to read. If it were then possible 
to purchase an eBook version of that book on the spot via 
a smartphone, it would be incredibly convenient. I hope to 
build a business model that makes this possible together 
with MEDIA DO. This model would be particularly beneficial 
for pictureless books, as it is rare for a person to enter a 
store with the express intent of purchasing a specific work 
of this type. However, we would need some killer content to 
promote the spread of this new kind of experience. I think 

create new services. In this manner, MEDIA DO gives an 
impression that is very different from that of Tohan, and 
many stakeholders were thus surprised to hear of our 
capital and business alliance. However, existing business 
partners and other stakeholders have since come to recog-
nize the potential of this alliance, which has granted us a 
new, digital option for content and distribution.
Niina: The choice to form a capital and business alliance 
was an indication of the dedication of the management 
of Tohan and MEDIA DO. We are committed to advancing 
multifaceted projects over the long term through effective 
and mutual use of each other’s management resources, 
and we will not give up easily. The result of this alliance is 
a relationship in which we share risks and opportunities in 
our quest to co-create value.
 Previously, MEDIA DO has been focused on contributing 
to the publishing industry through the venue of eBooks. Our 
alliance with Tohan, which has continued to support paper 
book distribution in Japan, is transforming MEDIA DO’s 
position in the publishing industry.

Crucial Importance of Information in 
Market-Oriented Distribution

Niina: The trends toward digitization and digital transfor-
mation are altering the very concept of publishing. In the 
past, the publishing industry was built upon printing on 
paper, a model that entailed significant costs. Moreover, 
as publishing involved the production of printed works, 
the typesetting, paper selection, and book construction 
functions of publishers were indispensable to the industry. 
This meant that only the few talented creators chosen by 
publishers were able to have their works transformed into 
paper books, and thus only these creators could approach 
readers. Today, however, the industry is merging physical 
and digital venues, meaning that individual creators can 
distribute their works on the internet without going through 
a publisher, greatly reducing the costs incurred over the 
process spanning from creation to publication. As a result, 
the emphasis in monetizing written works has shifted 
from the production of physical books to the distribution of 
content. At the same time, distributing content in a digital 
society requires information such as data related to online 
marketing and customer purchase histories as well as the 
necessary metadata and bibliographical information.
Onishi: You are correct. The crucial importance of data 
and other information can be seen in how the publishing 
industry in Germany, the home of the aforementioned Libri, 
discloses information regarding new books six months to 
a year prior to their release. This creates a period during 
which publishers, wholesalers, and bookstores can discuss 
matters such as sales promotion methods and numbers of 
copies to be produced. MEDIA DO has a lot of services that 
I hope to apply to the distribution of paper books. These 
include the ERP system for publishers you are developing, 
the operations of the Firebrand Group (Quality Solutions, 
Inc., NetGalley LLC, and their subsidiaries) that have the 

the digital benefits you speak of, Mr. Niina, could be just 
the killer content we need. These digital benefits would be 
something that users could enjoy themselves, or something 
they could sell to other users via the marketplace service 
MEDIA DO is in the process of developing. This would give 
digital content a feeling of ownership and the ability to 
stimulate communication. My first goal on this quest will 
thus be to use digital benefits as a conduit through which 
people can experience NFTs in a safe, secure, and acces-
sible manner.

Pursuit of Continuous Development of 
Publishing Culture and Distribution

Onishi: The potential for our alliance with MEDIA DO is 
not limited to existing businesses, but is rather expanding 
constantly in a variety of directions. I look forward to building 
a closer, stronger relationship going forward. Moreover, I am 
confident that we can create the market-oriented distribu-
tion model we envision together with MEDIA DO. I recognize 
how important this relationship is to promoting the continu-
ous development of the distribution systems of Japan’s 
publishing industry along with the publishing culture that is 
a cornerstone of Japan’s culture. I therefore aim to achieve 
success in businesses that will contribute to the future 
growth of the publishing industry together with MEDIA DO.
Niina: Our capital and business alliance with Tohan rep-
resents a large step forward toward the development of 
a world in which digital and physical content are treated 
as the same. Moreover, this is a large step forward in the 
transformation of existing publishing frameworks and how 
content is enjoyed. I have no doubt that people in the future 
will look back on our alliance as a major turning point in 
the history of Japan’s publishing industry. I hope stakehold-
ers will look forward to the changes we will create.

The potential for our alliance with MEDIA DO 
is not limited to existing businesses, but is 
rather expanding constantly in a variety  
of directions.

I am convinced that Tohan and MEDIA DO 
have the potential to become a powerful  
driving force behind the digital transformation 
of Japan’s publishing industry.
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