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Abstract 

Our research suggest to take stage-based view when considering appropriate 

strategic choice in global expansion of food-service industry. While many recent studies 

on the topic argue the importance of localization, we doubt it because many American 

food-service firms have made success in global market with standardization strategy, as 

well known case as McDonald’s. To find answers to this confusing results of previous 

studies and cases, we conducted case studies of seven Japanese food-service firms which 

is expanding their businesses abroad. Our findings indicate that food-service firms have 

a lot of difficulties and challenges in transferring their original operation systems in a 

stable manner to local markets, and this is the most important mission for them as they 

perceive. Unlike discussions in previous studies, localization is rather minor challenge, 

which is only partly adopted to local menu. From these findings, we propose that 

stage-based approach, which means standardization in the initial stage and subsequent 

localization, might be appropriate strategy for food-service firms.  

 

Key words: Global expansion, Standardization, Localization, Initial stage, Food-service 

firms 
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss about the necessity of "standardization", 

the stable transfer of the system established in the home country and "localization", the 

step-by-step incorporation of change in system established in the home country to suit 

the local needs, when Japanese food-service firms try to expand globally. In other words, 

while many existing studies make an emphasis on the necessity of "localization", in this 

paper, we indicate "standardization" as the critical issue that should be considered prior 

to "localization". 

 

1-1. Background of Japanese food-service firm 

In recent years, Japanese food-service firms rapidly promote overseas 

expansion and still trying to find further opportunity for the growth. Our survey 

indicates that the number of Japanese food-service firms engaged in overseas expansion 

has increased from 2,320 stores in 2011 to 3,581 stores in 2014.i As a background, 

Japanese food-service market has reached saturation while the global trend of 

food-service firm is growing on the other hand. As we can see in figure 1, Japanese 

food-service industry marked its peak in 1997, with the sales of 29.07 trillion yen, but 

after the peak, there is a decreasing trend in amount of sales, marking 24.4 trillion yen 

in 2014 (Institute of food safely). For 20 years, Japanese food-service market has not 

reached the same level of market size as a peak period, therefore, its further growth 
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cannot be expected. In contrast, growth of food-service market outside of Japan is 

remarkable. As shown in figure 1-2, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries put 

the estimate that the market size of food will double in size in 2020, compared to that of 

2009. Also when take a look at Asia, there's an estimate  that the market size of food 

will triple in size in 2020 (with the sales of 229 trillion yen), compared to that of 2009 

(with the sales of 82 trillion yen).ii 

Figure 1-1 Transition of the market size of food-service industry in Japan 

 

Source: Institute of food safely 
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Figure 1-2 Transition of the market size of food in the world 

 

Source: AT Kearney 

Such a trend is clear, when we take a look at the transition in number of 

population. Mogi (1983), emphasizes that since population in Japanese is written as 「人

口」（人-human, 口-mouth）, how people's mouth move is regarded as the important 

factor for Japanese food-service firms. Recently as well, the population growth in Asia, 

including China, shows trend in expansion and according to Ministry of International 

Affairs and Communications Statistics Bureau, in 2010, Asian inhabitants account for 

about 60% of the world population. In addition, they also put estimate that 90% of the 

population growing from 2007 to 2050 is found in Asia and Africa. From these facts, 

while it is difficult for food-service firms in Japan to experience further growth, it is 

clear that the Asian region, including China, has more market opportunities to seek out. 
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Many Japanese food-service firms detecting such market opportunities spur on 

global expansion. However, there are only few firms with distinct performance. In 

reality, after 1974, about 40% of the Japanese food-service firms' overseas store had 

already withdrawn, it’s a rare to find long-lasting firms (Kawabata, 2010). For example, 

Yoshino-ya had specifically planned to set up 200 stores in US (Hirano, 1980), but only 

105 stores were set as of June, 2015 (Yoshino-ya official HP, IR data). In addition, 

Italian Tomato, through telephone interview, although they are promoting global 

expansion, they had already experienced a withdrawal from Southeast Asia. They are 

puzzling over on how to take advantage of their strengths and which strategy to take to 

achieve further expansion. Namely, in response to shrinkage of Japanese market and 

rapid expansion of overseas market, many food-service firms strive for overseas 

expansion, but due to their lack of experiences and knowledges, they are still fighting 

against heavy odds. 

 

1-2 “Standardization” and “Localization” 

Recent studies on overseas expansion of the food-service industry emphasizes 

that “localization”, should be taken in order for food-service firms to expand globally. 

For example, while McDonald’s has its absolute position in other countries, in China, 

KFC is maintaining its position as a winner of the food-service industry. The reason 

behind it is that KFC is “creating their localized business model by constantly making 
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changes depending on the change in needs of Chinese consumers” (Liu and Seo,2012). 

In addition, according to Kuchino and Oshima (2015), even though Saizeriya is 

preaching the importance of Japanese style, they state that the key to success was 

derived from “localization”. Also, such as in “how to localize is an extremely important 

problem to be solved in terms of management strategy.” (Yamada, 2009), when 

food-service firms try to expand globally, although to varying degrees, whether one is 

willing or not, since “food is a product that has an extremely high sensitivity on cultural 

gap” (Ghemawat, 2009), firms must face the resistance against difference in culture. For 

that reason, when food-service firms attempt to penetrate their food culture into 

different cultures, “localization” is to be considered. However, just like the case in KFC 

and Saizeriya, this practice of “localization” may be the necessary condition for some 

firms to be successful but that doesn’t make this a sufficient one. “Localization” should 

be considered for global expansion but arguments such as “`localization` is the key to 

success” lack in their logic and evidence, making these arguments unreliable. While the 

tone saying that the “localization” is the key to success is getting stronger, when we 

take a look at, the oldest and the most experienced, American food-service firms’ case, 

“standardization” comes up as the keyword. McDonald’s, the representative of 

American chain food-service industry, started global expansion through standardized 

system offering “same taste, same service anywhere in the world” (Fukui, 2004.a). In 

the early stage, KFC and other American food-service firms also selected 
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“standardization” as their core strategy. When food-service industry starts to expand 

globally, “standardization” is quite effective. In this manner, from the experience of 

American food-service firms, the frontiers of this field, we can say that the 

“standardization” is the element necessary for food-service firms to achieve competitive 

advantage in global markets. 

 

1-3 Research Questions 

 Thus, we can see that studies in recent years emphasize on “localization” and, 

in contrast to that, studies on American food-service firms in early global expansion 

emphasized on “standardization”. First of all, global expansion of Japanese food-service 

firms has a short history to the point of the new phenomenon. Therefore, although there 

are many news and articles about the current conditions of individual chain stores, 

there are very limited empirical studies (Kawabata, 2002). Though, it is clear that the 

food-service industry has its significance in its size. According to the figure of firms in 

2006, there are 723,000 restaurants and 4,120,000 working staffs in Japan, each figures 

account for 12.6% and 7.6% of all industries. However, the number of research paper 

about food-service industry is relatively small to its real size. We accounted for how 

many research papers were published in CiNii as of 2012.9.12. There are 50,446 papers 

about commerce, 18091 about marketing, and 4,587 about retailing. By contrast, there 

are only 1,108 about food-service. As a result, it can be said that food-service industry is 
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an unexplored field of study, although it is closely related to many people’s everyday life 

and jobs (Aihara, 2012). 

 Due to the lack of empirical study on food-service industry, it is difficult to 

properly understand “localization” and “standardization” which were described above. 

Accordingly, the research question of this paper is `what would be effective strategy 

that food-service firms adapt during the initial phase of expansion’. To answer the 

question, we conducted a multi-case analysis through interviews on Japanese 

food-service firms that actually started global expansion. Quantitative approach was 

also considered as a method, but it turned out to be inappropriate due to limited number 

of samples. That is, many Japanese food-service firms has short history of overseas 

business, thus, it is difficult to discuss their operations and performances in a 

quantitative way. In addition to our case study analysis, we also trace back history of 

the American food-service firms which have succeeded with global expansion, and 

analyzed the strategy at the first phase of global expansion. Through these comparisons, 

we try to find the gap between the history and current condition of Japanese 

food-service firms.iii Using Mogi’s study as a reference, we asked 20 firms, which are 

ranked in the top 20 about the number of overseas store in 2014. As a result, 7 firms 

agreed to join our interview (5 firms agreed to phone interview, and 2 firms, face-to-face 

interview). The overviews of interviewed firms are summarized in Table 1-1. 

 



9 

 

Table 1-1 outline of the interview firms 

 Main Brand Sales(million yen) The number of 

expansion 

countryiv 

The number of 

overseas store 

WDI Capricciosa 23,691 6 33 

ITALIAN 

TOMATO 

Itarian Tomato 5,240 4 49 

ZENSHO Sukiya 511,810 7 125 

TORIDOLL Marugame 

Seimen 

87,290 11 105 

HACHIBAN Hachiban Ramen 35,670 2 118 

PLENUS HottoMotto 73,103 6 148 

SHIGEMITSU 

INDUSTLY   

Ajisen Rahmen 2,000 11 685 

Source：Each firm’s homepages 

 

 This paper is consisted as follows. In the second chapter, we take a look at the 

preceding studies about the global expansion of food-service firms and hypothesize that 

the strategy of global expansion needs to be considered from the viewpoint of 

development stages. Especially, we propose that the most important strategy in its 

initial stage would be “standardization”. In the third chapter, we try to derive the global 

expansion process from the analysis of American food-service firms. After that, we 

analyze the strategies that Japanese food-service firms take in their real operation, 

through interviews and make a comparative study against that of American firms. 

Finally, in the fourth chapter, we try to propose the most effective process for Japanese 
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firms, and provide some future prospect, as well as implications and limitations of this 

study.  

 

2. Literature Reviews 

 In reviewing literature, firstly, we introduce the preceding studies in recent 

years and organize the main argument. Next, we analyze the case of American 

food-service firms, the frontiers in global expansion in the first phase and derive the gap 

between it and the studies in recent years. We point out that the argument of preceding 

studies are confusing (“localization” or “standardization”), and also there are no 

framework or theory built. 

 

2-1 The Studies about global expansion of Japanese food-service firms 

 As we pointed out in the chapter 1, the studies about Japanese food-service 

firms’ global expansion have not been very active yet. However, with rapid global 

expansion of Japanese food-service firms in recent years, the number of study is also 

increasing. 

 We especially refer 3 studies of Kawabata. In 2010’s study, he mainly discussed 

about international franchise. He analyzed the pattern of market entry based on the 

global expansion of Japanese food-service firms in the past. To be concrete, he classified 

the franchise into 3 types: straight type, joint type, and full ownership of capital type. 

Furthermore, he emphasized the importance of local partners from the difficulty of 
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wholly-owned entry into unknown markets. In another study (2012), he analyzed the 

relationship between several critical elements of operations (for example, system of food 

ingredients sourcing, store development, human resource development, etc) and global 

expansion. In addition, he argues the importance of standardized operation system in 

global expansion. In his study, Japanese food-service firms succeed in building food 

ingredients sourcing, processing, and delivering system. In contrast, they failed in store 

development system and human resource system due to huge gap of environmental 

difference. In 2014’s study, he argues the role and importance of supporting industries, 

namely local partners. The relationship between food-service firms and the supporting 

industries is necessary in global expansion, which has a great impact on the build-out of 

supply chain. 

  

 

2-2 Localization discussions as a mainstream 

 In global expansion of food-service industry, a localization strategy has become 

a mainstream of the discussion. 

 According to Watson (2003), global strategy of McDonald’s has been 

accumulated localization and it made the impression of food from a different culture 

faded out. In addition, Liu and Seo (2011) pointed out that the reason why KFC has the 

biggest market share in China lies in its corporate identity, gaining ground in China 
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and integrating it into Chinese people’s lives. In short, they concluded that localization 

of the menu, franchise system and corporate culture made KFC have the largest market 

share in China. 

 Also, we can also find a similar description on the study of Japanese 

food-service firms. Tsuruoka (2008) explored a case by interviewing in corporation 

gaining entry into Chinese market such as Yoshino-ya and Coco Ichi-ban, analyzed the 

status quo, and listed problems which should be adapted to Chinese cultures. He 

discussed consideration to events peculiar to China and area difference, the efficiency of 

supply chain and the importance of quality maintenance, and the difficulty of 

maintaining or improving motivation of the employees. Chou (2013) analyzed the strong 

points and problems of companies on penetrating Chinese market through a case study 

of Yoshino-ya. Kuchino and Oshima (2015) demonstrated Saizeriya as a successful 

challenger in Chinese market. They discussed “the important thing is that they would 

nurture a Chinese top manager and set out to become a perfect restaurant for Chinese 

people and a company for Chinese employees, and finally deepen the localization”. 

Shigemitsu, the current CEO of Shigemitsu industries, pointed out in his writings 

(2010) that a key to their success was due to the adaptation to their local partners and 

local culture. 
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2-3 Global expansion of American food-service firms 

 Thus, in the studies of about the global expansion of food-service firms, 

emphasize that “localization” is the key success factor. On the other hand, according to 

number of studies about American food-service firms, especially about McDonald’s on 

the early stage of global expansion, the key word is “standardization”. In fact, Fukui 

(2004.a) said that the key point of McDonald’s success is the “standardization” of 

operation and tastes. He also said if the tastes were different from each chain store, 

customers wouldn’t go to these stores anymore. He emphasized the importance of a 

central kitchen and the unification of tastes. Ritzer (1999) said McDonald’s took the 

super reasonable standardization strategy, and Americanized all their chain stores. 

Thus, in most studies about American food-service firms, they say the key strategy of 

success in the early stage of the global expansion is “standardization”. 

 As shown above, it seems contradictory that we take McDonald’s and KFC as 

good examples of both “standardization” and “localization”. However, from these 

companies, we can see the “steps of the global expansion” that the food-service firms 

should trace. Altogether, food-service firms establish the “standardization strategy” in 

the early stage, then they mix “standardization” and “localization” strategy. From these 

existing studies, we need to divide the global expansion of food-service firms into several 

stages. 
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 From the analysis of the existing studies as stated above, we can consider that 

the American food-service firms succeeded in the global expansion, because they took 

“standardization” strategy such as the transfer of home country’s system at the early 

stage, then they mix “localization” strategy. So, we assume that it’s important for 

food-service firms to take “standardization” strategy in the early stage then take 

“localization” strategy afterwards. 

 

2-4 Present circumstances of Japanese food-service firms 

 In this paper, we think Japanese food-service firms are in early stage of the 

global expansion. There are two reasons. First, the number of Japanese food-service 

firms is increasing regularly nowadays. Second, in contrast, the studies about it stays 

inactive.  

 The global expansion of Japanese food-service firms has a history of 40 years. It 

started with some firms such as “Dosanko Ramen” and “Yoshino-ya”, which penetrated 

American market in the middle of the 1970s.v However, according to Kawabata (2010), 

70% of the firms which penetrated the global markets by 1999 have already withdrawn 

from the markets. On the other hand, from 1999 to 2009, the firms which penetrated 

and withdrew from the markets are only 16%. Thus, only recently Japanese food-service 

firms can constantly raise the number of their shops overseas. Therefore, we can 

consider Japanese food-service firms are lagging behind American food-service firms in 
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the global expansion. In terms of the number of stores, KFC has more than 4,500 stores 

in China. However in case of Japanese food-service firms, for example “Ajisen Ramen” 

has only 600 stores, “Yoshino-ya” has 300 shops, and “Saizeriya” has 200 shops.vi 

 Also, as explained in chapter 1, the studies about Japanese food-service firms 

are relatively unexplored (Aihara, 2012). In contrast, American food-service firms, 

especially fast-food firms, such as McDonald’s, have been studied by many researchers. 

From these two reasons, we conceive that Japanese food-service firms are still in the 

early stages of the global expansion compare to American food-service firms. 

 

2-5 Summaries of the existing studies 

 In the studies about the global expansion of recent food-service firms, the key 

word is focused on “localization”. However, in the studies about the American 

food-service firms at the early stage of the expansion, the key word is “standardization”. 

From this fact, we consider that the stage-based approach is effective in the global 

expansion process, because American food-service firms could take the competitive 

advantages in the global market by establishing the “standardization” strategy first, 

then mixing the “localization” strategy. Hence, we consider that the Japanese 

food-service firms are now in the early stage of the global expansion, and argue that 

they should establish “standardization” first. 
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3. Empirical analysis 

 In this chapter, to define “standardization” and “localization”, we introduce 

some discussions of standardization-localization from international marketing theory. 

Kosaka(1997), Oishi(1996), and Morogami(2012) define the terms as Table 3-1.  

Table 3-1 Existing studies about standardization and localization 

 Kosaka Oishi Morogami 

Standardization a consistent global 

marketing strategy 

a global marketing policy 

uniformed all over the world 

what is able to 

adapt American 

marketing program 

directly to other 

markets. 

Localization an adaption to each 

country’s market 

characteristics or  an 

absorption of each 

country’s need 

a policy that local subsidiary 

companies research each 

market’s characteristics and 

they adapt customers’ 

preference in each market 

what needs to 

customize a 

marketing program 

for each market 

Source: Author 

Although the study above shows the definition for “standardization” and 

“localization” in international marketing management, since the distinction between 

the concepts is quite rough, it is difficult to directly apply this definition to the present 

study. Therefore in this paper, while taking the context of overseas expansion of 

Japanese food-service firms into account, we define “standardization” and “localization” 

as Table 3-2. 
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Table 3-2 Definition of “standardization” and “localization” in this paper. 

Standardization Localization 

Transfer the home country 

system  without changing it. 

Change the home country system to  suit 

the local needs 

Source: Author 

 Food-service companies focus on numerous factors when they expand globally. 

Among them, it is necessary to drive the factors of “standardization” and “localization” 

that affect the company’s performance through existing studies, and to define both 

“standardization” and “localization” respectively. 

 Chou (2013) said that the image of Japan’s high quality food and service gave 

boost to the development of Japanese food-service firms in China. Also, Asaoka (2013) 

described that Japanese high quality in taste and service had an impact on sales of 

Japanese food-service firms on the spot. Thus, “cooking quality” and “service” give a 

major impact to the “localization” and “standardization” problems of the food-service 

industry. Kobayashi et al. (2012) said that according to the researches of American 

food-service firms (for example McDonald’s and KFC), the “localization” of menus (to 

add the menu to suit the local needs) was an important element. Extending the range to 

Japanese food-service firms, Tsuruoka (2008) and Mogi (2008) had same opinions. 

Thereby, we assume “menu” as one of the factors for this discussion. 
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 Therefore, we assume that the quality, the menu, and the service are the 

factors those affect the performances of the food-service firms. We define each of the 

factors’ “standardization” and “localization” as follows. 

Table 3-3 Standardization and localization of the food-service industry 

 Standardization Localization 

(food) 

quality 

To provide the same level of quality/taste as 

in home country 

To change the quality/taste to suit the local 

environment (unintentional  changes may 

also  be included). 

menu To use the same basic menu as in home 

country. 

To add menus adapted to  local needs. 

service To provide the same level of service as in 

home country. 

To change the service to suit the local 

environment 

(unintended declines of service level may 

also be included) 

Source: Author 

In this paper, we will develop our logic as follows, along with the definition shown 

above. 

 

3-2 The process of overseas expansion of the American food-service firm 

 In chapter 1 and 2, we reviewed the existing researches of overseas expansion 

of American food-service firms (mainly McDonald’s and KFC). American food-service 

firms indicate their presence worldwide. McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Yum! Brands, the 

parent corporation of KFC, are all located in an upper level of the worldwide sales 
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ranking of the food-service firms and, according to list 3-4, five of the top ten 

food-service firms are American. 

The table 3-4 the world ranking of food-service firms (2014)   (A hundred millions yen) 

No Name of company country Amount of sales 

1 COMPASS GROUP PLC England 30,663 

2 MCDONALD’S’S’S`S CORP America 30,146 

3 SODEXO France 26,927 

4 STARBUCS CORP America 18,068 

5 YUM!BRANDS INC America 14,587 

6 DARDEN RESTAURANTS INC America 6,905 

7 AUTOGRILL SPA France 6,501 

8 ZENSHO HOLDINGS CO LTD Japan 5,118 

9 BLOOMIN` BRANDS INC America 4,880 

10 WHITBREAD PLC England 4,655 

Source: Bloomberg date 

 

 In this section, we analyze the overseas expansion process of McDonald’s, 

which is especially famous and takes the lead of the food-service firms in the world. 

 Fukui (2004.b) reported that McDonald’s began when McDonald’s brothers 

established the hamburger shop in San Bernardino Country, California in 1940 where 

they made the rational operating system and proposed the strategy of reducing prices. 

They were able to make the shop serve foods quickly by creating a kitchen where they 
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can make hamburgers by an assembly line, and also by narrowing the number of menus 

from 25 to 9. And by constructing the system which strictly eliminates the waste, they 

were able to provide the service with low-cost. Ray Kroc, who was an entrepreneur, 

admired by this success, opened the first franchised shop, and after he obtained the 

managing rights of McDonald’s, with the promotion of “standardization” of the system, 

he had instantly succeeded in spreading McDonald’s store all over United States. 

McDonald’s has accompanied overseas expansion at a great rate, and now, McDonald’s 

could be found in 118 countries. Therefore, “standardization” was the factor that 

allowed McDonald’s to increase the number of overseas stores in their early stage. 

McDonald’s spread the "standardized" operation system to the stores all over 

the world. In concrete, as the universal store operation system, McDonald’s expanded 

“QSC&V” worldwide. Q (Quality) is to offer products of universal quality. S (Service) is 

the cordial service. C is the cleanliness in stores and surroundings. V (Value) is that it is 

not until Q, S, and C are satisfied, that employees can serve values to customers. viiThis 

idea has spread globally by making a manual known as “Crew Development Program” 

(CDP) and distributing it worldwide (Chou and Ito, 2010). Communization of idea 

principle and manual as such leads to standardization of operation system and taste. 

Hamburgers made in globally standardized stores can make us "forecast the experience 

to eat, relatively" (Watson, 2003). It is the big advantage of standardized store operation 

allowing consumers to forecast the experience to eat. Ritzer (1994) named the expansion 
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of the rational system of McDonald’s as McDonaldization. The following four points are 

the basic principles. 

Table 3-5 The list of the basic principles of McDonaldization 

(1) McDonaldizated system relies on efficiency. 

(2) McDonaldizated system is highly predictable 

(3) McDonaldizated system emphasizes calculability 

(4) McDonaldizated system tends to replace human dependent technologies with human 

independent technologies. 

Source: Ritzer(1999) 

Also, McDonald’s had exported American identity at the same time. Watson 

(2003) said that it was introduced into Japan by Fujita on 1971, and expressed “the 

West” and “America” beyond a mere commodity then (Watson, 2003). In short, 

McDonald’s was accepted by Japanese as a reminiscent of America.  

As described above, McDonald’s worldwide success was derived from 

“standardization”. But in contrast, although McDonald’s sets “standardization” as their 

“core”, after the initial development of the global expansion, McDonald’s promoted 

adaptations for local community, the so-called “localization”, as well. In this paper, 

“localization” is often referred as to add menus suiting the local needs. The existing 

description of “localization” is as we mentioned in chapter2. McDonald’s in Japan began 

to sell “Teriyaki Mac Burger” which uses pork patty seasoned with Japanese style 

ingredients. viiiThis was well received, and upgraded to a regular menu item in just two 
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months. In other countries, there are “McSphagetthi” which uses smoked salmon in 

Uruguai, “Samurai pork hamburger” which uses sweet sauce in Brazil, and so on. 

Gradually increasing the number of localized menu was also one of the factors that had 

led to further development of McDonald’s. 

As we described, up to chapter 2, the McDonald’s keys to success derive from 

McDonald’s deployment of standardized operation system in its initial stage of global 

expansion and its gradual promotion of “localization” corresponding to the host country. 

 

3-3 Case analyses of Japanese chain restaurants 

 As we have seen in the previous section, the US-based food-service companies 

implement “standardization” rather than “localization”, as a first step to expand 

overseas. In this section, we will compare oversea expansion processes of Japanese 

firms and US based firms, and discuss about current situation of Japanese firms. 

Table 3-6 Interview item 

Taste Whether the taste is different in different locations 

Food procurement How the food is being procured locally 

Menu Whether there is a local menu, if yes, what are the 

contents of menu 

Service What are the local services? 

Human resource 

education 

How employees are being educated? 

Source: Author 
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 By conducting interviews on questionnaires listed in Table 3-6, we tried to 

clarify whether Japanese food-service companies select “localization” or 

“standardization” strategy. Furthermore, we intended to pinpoint difficulties faced by 

Japanese food-service companies and reveal current condition they are in. Details of 

interviews for empirical study are summarized in Table 3-7. 

Table 3-7 Interview list 

 Interview time Interview method Interview respondents 

WDI 9/8 13:00 Direct visit Supervisor 

 

International planning 

group assistant 

manager 

ITALIAN TOMATO 9/9 11:00  Phone call Overseas division 

ZENSHO Co., Ltd 9/8 10:00 Direct visit Public relations office 

manager 

TORIDOLL 9/2 14:00 Phone call Management Planning 

office 

HACHIBAN 9/10 14:00 Phone call Enforcement executive 

officer 

PLENUS 9/11 11:00 Phone call Communications office 

SHIGEMITSU 

INDUSTLY 

9/17 14:00 Phone call International affairs 

department 

 Source: Author 

The results of the interview are as follows. 

 

a. Taste 

 Zensho, which owns Hachiban and Sukiya, keeps the original taste for its 

overseas branches. Although, sometimes it is necessary to alter the taste of the basic 
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menu to meet local needs, keeping the original taste is considered to be important. 

Aside from Zensho, other food-service companies like Toridoru, which owns Marukame 

noodles, and Plenus, which owns HottoMotto, seek to preserve the original taste. As for 

WDI, although the company used to place emphasis on the preservation of the original 

taste during the early stages of its overseas expansion, it also became important to 

respond flexibly and change the taste of the menu in accordance to local demands. 

Hachiban is skeptical about “localization”, saying that poor localization would result in 

losing the characteristics as Hachiban. 

 

b. Ingredients sourcing 

 In part (a), we can see that the Japanese companies have a tendency to 

transfer the Japanese taste to their overseas branches. However, smoothly carrying the 

transfer is highly difficult, as ingredients sourcing is often challenging in local 

conditions. Providers of Capricciosa, WDI and Zensho import their core ingredients, soy 

sauce and seasoning, from Japan. According to WDI, they export their core of the taste, 

the so-called “black-box”, from Japan to keep the original taste. Other firms source 

ingredients locally by carefully choosing them so as not to drop the food quality. More 

specifically, companies like Hachiban have their headquarter employees visit their 

overseas branches to choose high quality ingredients. 
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 Sometimes local employees use less expensive ingredients, however, choosing 

cheaper ingredients brings fall in food quality. As for WDI, it was the case when the 

overseas branch failed to cooperate with the head office. In order to prevent problems of 

such kind and maintain the original taste, WDI periodically sends employees from the 

head office to conduct taste checks. 

 

c. Menu 

 Each company who has agreed on the interview has had their local menus 

launched. For example, Toridoll provides “spicy pork noodles” in Thailand for customers 

who prefer spicier seasoning. Shigemitsu Industries, who provides Ajisen Ramen, has 

specific menus adapted to each country. For example, it uses Halal meat in Malaysia. 

 

d. Service 

 While most of the companies tried to keep the same service level as in Japan, 

Hachiban tries to provide exactly same services as in Japan; the same can be said about 

WDI and Zensho. Many companies believe that Japanese service, which is highly 

evaluated in Asia, is an effective strategy to attract local customers. Shigemitsu 

Industries emphasized the importance of keeping the service level same at each and 

every store, saying that customers should be able to enjoy the same services no matter 

what branch they may choose to visit, as long as it has the nametag of Shigemitsu. 
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e. Human resource education 

 It is clear from part (d) that Japanese companies want to keep the same service 

level as in Japan. To do so, it is critical to train employees at overseas branches. Most 

companies have their headquarter employees visit their overseas branches to conduct 

regular check-ups and trainings. For example, WDI sends its overseas employees to 

Japan after establishing a shop there. 

 However, sometimes educating of overseas employees may become difficult due 

to the cultural differences. In fact Shigemitsu Industries faces some challenges in 

education of employees that resulted from differences in time management, specific to 

each culture. 

Table3-8  Standardization and localization by Japanese chain restaurants 

 Standardization Localization 

（food）

quality 

・seeks to keep the original taste 

・seeks to use ingredients of the same quality as in 

Japan 

 

menu  ・launches local versions of the 

menu 

service ・seeks to keep the Japanese service level 

・seeks to keep the Japanese education level 

 

Source: Author 

 From the above interview results, we will summarize the current state of the 

Japanese food-service companies. Most companies struggle to minimize differences in 

taste, quality of ingredients, and service quality by standardizing each aspect of the 
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product. Because “Japanese brand” is highly regarded in Asia, Japanese companies 

want to take advantage of the good reputation of “Japanese brand” image. WDI and 

Hachiban mentioned in their interviews that Japanese culture is highly regarded 

especially in the Southeast Asia. This fact further emphasizes the importance of 

keeping the “Japanese” taste and the “Japanese” quality upon overseas expansion. It is 

similar to McDonald’s “American-ness” quality, which characterizes every McDonald’s 

product sold overseas. 

 While the idea of “standardization” is prevalent, exporting “Japanese-ness” by 

standardizing products has its challenges. As mentioned above, it is difficult to 

maintain the same quality due to the differences in cultures and circumstances in each 

markets. McDonald’s solved this problem by implementing common employee education 

and food procurement manual all around the world. 

 As for local menu, every company provides a local version of its original menu, 

just like McDonald’s. 

Since it is difficult to capture more details on “standardization” policy 

implemented by Japanese food-service companies from the current interview results, 

we have decided to conduct a secondary interview. We have chosen Zensho and Toridoll 

for our secondary interview. The results of the secondary interview will be described in 

the following sections. 
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Table 3-9 Interview list 

Company name ZENSHO TRIDOLL 

Interview time 11/11 15:00   11/12 14:00 

Interview method Phone Call Phone Call 

Interview respondents Public Relations Office Manager Management Planning Office 

Source: Author 

3-3-1 Zensho 

First Zensho source essential ingredients locally. The quality of these 

ingredients is maintained safely by Food Sanitation Inspection Facility (FSIF) which 

will be described later. Quality control of the ingredients are conducted in this facility. 

Zensho builds this FSIF with plants in foreign countries where they newly launch their business. 

Once it is built, there is no problem about supplying ingredients in terms of store 

operation. However, building it needs much time, so it is difficult to expand stores 

quickly .Besides, “TARE (Japanese seasoning) ”which is the core of taste is exported 

from Japan. Thanks to this, Zensho try to reproduce the same taste as stores in Japan 

at the local store. 

Next, local store’s menu and cooking manual is basically the same as Japan. 

Meanwhile, Zensho adopts localized menu by investigating local needs before operating 

stores. This time, they change the cooking manual partially through discussing with the 

head office in Japan. 
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In addition, customer services is also the same as that of Japan. In local stores, 

the same service manual is also used as in Japan. Like these, Zensho try to maintain 

the quality of customer services as high as Japan. Also, they dispatch local employee to 

the head office and check whether the quality of local store satisfy customer needs. On 

the other hand, of course, customer services has some variations among countries. Thus, 

applying Japanese way of customer service is not always the best way. Unfortunately, 

there are many employees who quit the job because of this service standard, which is 

not very understandable for them. Thus, Zensho has difficulty in retaining local staffs. 

Overviewing the interview, Zensho think transferring Japanese style operation 

is important, but has difficulty in practicing it. 

 

3-3-2 Toridoll 

Toridoll, which manage “Marugame Seimen”(an Udon chain store), is similar to 

Zensho in terms of the way of operating local stores. Toridoll sources essential 

ingredients locally. The local staff who share the principle of “Provide safe and secure 

dishes” select ingredients. In order to maintain the quality of noodles which is the core 

menu of the store, all stores have a noodle-making machine. Thanks to this, they don’t 

need central kitchen. So, Toridoll can reduce initial investment and time when they 

enter into a new market. This is one of the biggest reasons that Toridoll can operate 

stores in many countries. It is also important to educate employees to maintain the 



30 

 

quality of dishes, but Toridoll suffers from it. Because of the difference between cultures, 

such as hygienic aspects, local staffs cannot necessary come up to the standard which 

the head office of Japan requires. For example, there was an employee who cut 

vegetables with putting chopping board on the floor. To prevent cases like this, 

TORIDOLL regularly repeats their local staff’s training. 

Next, local store’s menu is basically the same as Japan in the case of Udon, a major menu 

of their local stores. With it, there are some variations of localized side dishes which make a good 

combination with Udon. Actually, about approximately twenty percent of overseas stores’ 

menu is localized. 

In addition, concerning customer services, the same manual as Japan is used 

in local stores. This is because Toridoll think there are advantages for providing the 

same customer services as Japan. This is nothing but exporting “Japanese style” 

mentioned above. However, this training is also difficult like cooking, so about this 

matter, too, Toridoll’s head office employees train local staffs continuously. 

By and large, the cases of localization is also seen, but TORIDOLL told more 

about the importance and difficulty of transferring the same operation style as Japan 

through standardization. 
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3-3-3 Summary of secondary interview 

The result of secondary interview to ZENSHO and TORIDOLL mentioned 

above is summarized in Table 3-10 and 3-11 respectively. 

 

Table 3-10 The result of second interview to Zensho 

 

 Standardization Localization 

Quality of Dishes Build a plant within Food sanitation 

Inspection Facility before 

expanding. This enables operating 

stores smoothly by solving 

ingredients sourcing and hygienic 

problems before. However, because 

it takes    much time, ZENSHO 

cannot expand stores quickly. While 

most of ingredients are sourced at 

local, “TARE” which is the core of 

taste is brought from Japan. 

 

Menu   Basically, local store’s 

menu is the same as Japan, 

but they introduced 

localized menu in part. 

Customer Services Use the same manual as Japan, but 

all local employees cannot 

necessarily accept it. So, there are 

many employees who quit. Suffering 

from getting and retaining staffs. It 

is hard to transferring original 

operation system, but it is 

important. 

 

Source: Author 
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Table 3-11 The result of secondary interview to Toridoll 

 Standardization Localization 

Quality of 

Dishes 

Ingredients are basically sourced locally. To maintain 

the quality, each store has a noodle-making machine. 

 

Menu  Basically, local store’s menu 

is the same as Japan, but 

they introduced localized 

menu in part. 

Customer 

Services 

Use the same manual as Japan, but all employees 

cannot accept it because of different culture and habit. 

Trying to solve this problem by training local staffs 

continuously. It is hard to transferring original 

operation system. 

 

Source: Author 

As shown above, both ZENSHO and TORIDOLL are suffering from promoting 

“Standardization”, than “Localization”. The two firms’ case indicate the importance and 

difficulty of transferring original operation system and quality of Japan to local markets  

 

4.  Conclusion 

In this chapter, we discuss about the findings of this study, practical and 

academic implications, limitations and necessary future study. 

 

4-1 The findings of this study 

In this study, we questioned previous studies that mainly advocating the 

necessity of “localization” about Japanese food-service firm’s global expansion, and 

indicated “standardization” is a more urgent and important concern from empirical case 

studies. Actually, the history of Japanese food-service firm’s global expansion is 
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relatively short, thus, each firm is puzzling over how to successfully execute global 

expansion strategy. From our multi-case analysis, one of our primary conclusion is that 

it is necessary to take “stage-based view” when considering global expansion of 

food-service firms. Unlike previous studies only focusing on the necessity of 

“standardization” or “localization”, we suggest that considering “which strategy in 

which stage” is essential. Thus, in this paper, we firstly reviewed the process of 

American food-service firms’ global expansion, which has the longest history in the 

industry. Next, we investigated Japanese food-service firms’ global expansion strategies 

and challenges in action through interviews.  

The process of global expansion of McDonald’s, which is a representative 

American food-service firm, begun with exporting standardized system to worldwide 

markets in the initial stage. With it, they exported “American style” at the same time 

and this is one of the advantages of standardization. In this way, McDonald’s laid the 

groundwork for standardization and added localized menu later for responding 

heterogeneous local needs. 

Through the multi firm interviews, it is found that Japanese food-service firms 

are trying to take the same initial step as McDonald’s. However, it is turned out that 

the process of “standardization” by transferring original operation system and high 

quality has lots of difficulties. While many Japanese food-service firms are trying to 

localize their menu in minor manner, which has gained weight in recent studies in the 
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theme, “standardization” is more important and difficult challenges in the initial stage 

of global expansion, we observed. 

Summing up, this paper concludes that, in terms of food-service firms’ global 

expansion, it is important to export original operation system in a stable manner, 

meaning “standardization” first, and then combine “localization” gradually. 

 

4-2 Practical implications 

As we have discussed, this paper has a practical implication that  it is 

important for Japanese food-service firms to export original operation system in a 

stable manner, meaning ”standardization”, though lots of previous studies have paid 

attention to “localization”. Thus, it is considered to be necessary for food-service firms 

to think how to export original operation system to abroad in the initial stage of global 

expansion. “localization”、which is mainly argued by many previous studies, should be 

considered as a subsequent step followed by “standardization”. Kawabata offered some 

suggestions for that.  Kawabata (2012) discussed about the development of local 

operation system such as sourcing ingredients and training staffs for global expansion 

of food-service firms. He also discussed that huge gap in social infrastructure and 

customs between Japan and foreign country is the major cause of troubles when 

Japanese food-service firms are trying to expand their business in foreign countries. So, 

he concluded that building a good partnership with locals who are familiar with local 
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situation is critical. These might be some useful tools for “standardization” and more 

need to be investigated and analyzed. Thus, the practical implication of this paper is 

adding a stage-based perspective that food-service industry should target exporting 

original operation system in a  stable manner, meaning “standardization”, in the 

beginning of global expansion. 

 

4-3 Academic Implication 

The academic importance in this paper is to add the viewpoint to incorporate the 

gradual strategy into the preceding studies about global expansion of food-service firms. In 

the preceding studies, discussions regarding which strategy to select, “standardization or 

localization” or “franchise or direct management”, and researches about the third roll that 

supports global expansion have done actively. While such discussions were made, there were 

only little discussions about incorporation of gradual strategy.  This paper argued about the 

importance of this discussion, which is described above. In addition, we can assume that 

incorporating gradual strategy in other factors can be fully considered as well. Like this, this 

paper gives the viewpoint to activate the discussion about future food-service industry, 

which is the academic implication. 

 

4-4 Discussion 

First, even though it is important to implement step-by-step strategy, step 

borderlines are not clearly defined.  Although “standardization” is necessary as a first 
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step in global expansion, at some point during the process most companies turn to 

“localization”. The timing when this change in strategy occurs needs more research, 

which we intend to do in our future works.   

Second, in this paper, we assumed that Japanese food-service companies 

should expand in the manner of American food-service companies. American 

food-service companies succeed by implementing both “localization” and 

“standardization”. 

However, it should also be taken into account possibilities of novel approaches unique to 

Japanese food-service companies.  

Third, in this paper, McDonald’s was the only representative of American 

food-service company. Other representatives of American food-service companies 

include KFC which owns Yum! Brands, and Starbucks. In our future works, we will 

conduct further analysis on expansions processes of other food companies mentioned 

above.   

Lastly, even though this paper puts emphasis on “standardization” at the beginning of 

the expansion, concrete details on implementation of “standardization” need more 

discussion. In our future works, we intend to further research on factors important to 

exporting of origin system. 
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