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based in the United Kingdom) has been ac-
tive since 2012 in providing training on best-
practice social impact measurement meth-
ods. The Cabinet Office in Japan formed a 
research group in 2015 focused on improving 
and promoting impact measurement. The 
group, now called the Social Impact Measure-
ment Platform, is supported by 50 organiza-
tions and corporations.

Becoming the “Land of the Rising Sun” 

Once Again

With its social capital accumulated since the 
Edo era, a collectively established civil society 

since the 1970s, and a rapid economic growth 
model that has been replicated by other Asian 
countries, Japan has held a unique leading po-
sition in Asia for some time. However, with the 
recent rise of Koreans and Chinese, the coun-
try seems in some ways to be falling behind.

Can Japan revive itself to be the “Land 
of the Rising Sun” again? Can it provide new 
models for solutions to social and environ-
mental issues on top of economic growth? 
This depends on how well Japan can open up 
to new approaches to resolving the complex 
social challenges it is facing. The good news is 
that the potential to do so is clear. a

Solving Japan’s  
Childcare Problem
Florence, a social enterprise, is helping cause major  
reforms in Japan’s childcare system.  
BY FUMI SUGENO

L
ast year, in Japan, a strongly worded 
blog post written by an anonymous 
mother went viral. The post was 
titled “My child wasn’t accepted for 

nursery school. Die, Japan!!!” In it, the irate 
mother wrote, “I will now have to quit my job. 
Seriously, get your act together, Japan.” The 
author also attacked Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe’s slogan about Japan being a “society in 
which all 100 million people can be active,” 
writing: “I can’t be active, can I? … And what’s 
all that blabber about falling birthrates? 
When you say ‘You can have children’ but it’s 
going to be practically impossible to put them 
into nursery schools as you want, no one’s go-
ing to have children.”

The post was shared about 50,000 times 
and was mentioned in a parliamentary debate. 
But the prime minister’s initial response—
“There is no way to verify the post since it is 
anonymous”—angered parents, who voiced 
their views on Twitter using the hashtag, “# it 
was me whose child was not accepted for nurs-
ery school.” Their reactions quickly evolved 
into a social movement, which included a 

collecting subsidies, enabling them to lower 
their tuition. This represented an immediate 
7 percent increase in the number of authorized 
nurseries in Japan, up from a total of about 
24,000 nurseries. Over time, these small-scale 
nurseries (along with additional ones likely to 
be created in the future) are expected to make 
a significant contribution toward meeting the  
demand for nurseries. 

A lot of the credit for this change goes to 
Florence, a Japanese social enterprise fo-
cused on childcare issues. It was Florence’s 
founder, Hiroki Komazaki, who pitched the 
idea of converting vacant apartment rooms 
into small-scale nurseries to the Ministry of 
Health, Labor, and Welfare (MHLW). (A typi-
cal small-scale nursery these days is often a 
converted vacant room in an apartment; these 
businesses provide day care for six to 19 ba-
bies under the age of 2.) Komazaki also forged 
partnerships with municipalities to develop 
and run model nurseries, and provided valu-
able input on designing an effective system for 
authorizing small-scale nurseries.

Florence’s Roots

A natural entrepreneur, Komazaki ran a suc-
cessful IT venture during college in the early 
2000s; however, before graduation, he came 
to realize that his goal in life was to effect social 
change. At about the same time, he learned 
that in the United States, many nonprofits en-
deavor to solve social issues by running prof-
itable, socially oriented businesses. He was 
shocked by this trend, as it stood in stark con-
trast to the many Japanese nonprofits man-
aged by volunteers rather than professionals. 
And that knowledge compelled him to leave 
the IT venture and start a social enterprise.

In search of an issue to focus on, he re-
membered something that his mother, who 
worked as a babysitter, had told him: Her cli-
ent had been fired from her job for taking a 
week off when one of her twin babies caught 
a cold and passed it on to the other one. He 
conducted market research and found that 
working parents’ biggest difficulty was that 
nurseries do not accept children who have a 
fever over 99.5 F; he also found out that there 
were not nearly enough facilities providing 
care for sick children.

Seeing an opportunity to fill the market 
gap, Komazaki founded Florence in 2004 as 
a nonprofit focused on providing Japan’s first 
home-care service for ill children. (Komazaki 
was one of the first social entrepreneurs to 
be featured by the Japanese media when the 
concept of social entrepreneurship itself was 

two-day protest outside the National Diet (Ja-
pan’s legislature), an online petition signed by 
28,000 people, and rising public interest.

The parents’ ire was understandable. Un-
til March 2015, the government authorized 
and subsidized only nurseries that had more 
than 20 children enrolled, and it was not easy 
to secure the space needed to accommodate 
such large groups, especially in large cities. 
Previously, unauthorized, unsubsidized nurs-
eries with fewer than 20 children were com-
pelled to collect higher fees from parents to 
cover operational costs, such as staff salaries. 

Many young parents, who could not afford 
such fees, simply gave up on the idea of sending 
their children to day care. But their other op-
tions were limited as well. Japan suffers from 
a lack of affordable and reliable babysitters, 
due in part to the country’s tight immigration 
control. As a result, only 2 percent of Japanese 
working parents use babysitters, compared 
with 41 percent in the United States. Is it any 
wonder that many parents found themselves 
unable to work outside the home?

In 2012, Japan passed a law making it eas-
ier for small-scale nurseries to operate, and in 
2015, the government began implementing the 
law. Overnight, 1,655 existing small-scale nurs-
eries were able to get authorized and begin 
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introduced to the country in the mid-2000s.)
His business model is straightforward: 

Florence sends professionally trained staff to 
households to take care of sick children while 
the parents are at work. But his approach to 
pricing has an innovative twist: parents pay a 
monthly membership fee regardless of their 
actual usage of the business’s services. In fact, 
parents use the service only 1.7 times a year 
on average. For working parents, becoming a 
member of Florence’s program is equivalent 
to purchasing insurance. The more frequent-
ly that parents use the service, the higher the 
monthly membership fee they need to pay.

The approach has proved wildly suc-
cessful. In 2004, Florence had 38 members. 
That number had grown to more than 5,000 
in 2016 and is still increasing rapidly; today, 
there is a long waiting list.

Making Systemic Change Happen

When Komazaki was about to roll out his busi-
ness taking care of sick children, he received 
an e-mail from an MHLW official asking for 
information about Florence’s business model 
as a reference for the ministry’s new program. 
Komazaki provided that information and fol-
lowed through with a presentation. But two 
months later, he was shocked when he found 
a newspaper article about the launch of a new 
government program that looked like a virtual 
copy of his model. Coming from a for-profit 
background, Komazaki was at first furious at 
the ministry for copying his business model 
without permission. Then he talked with  
Harue Ishikawa, his mentor and the founder 
of Japan’s first “24-7-365” home-based care 
services for the elderly. Ishikawa, who had 
provided critical inputs to the MHLW re-
garding the design of Japan’s long-term-care  
insurance system for the elderly, scolded Kom-
azaki for being immature as a social innovator. 
And then Komazaki realized that influencing 
the government should be a critical part of  
Florence’s role because of the government’s 
ability to create impact at a large scale.

From that point on, Komazaki deter-
mined to play an active role in influencing 
the government for systemic change. His first 
step was volunteering to become a member of 
an advisory committee for childcare policies 
in Shinagawa Ward Government in Tokyo, 
where his office was located. Soon after, Kom-
azaki was invited to become a member of sev-
eral central government advisory councils.

Komazaki was doing work he enjoyed and 
looking for other opportunities for Florence 
to pursue. But, interestingly, the catalyst for 

Florence to start small-scale nurseries was an 
internal incident. A staff member on mater-
nity leave had to quit Florence because she 
could not secure a seat at a nursery. Komazaki 
was shocked and embarrassed that he had 
allowed such an incident to happen in an or-
ganization with a mission to solve childcare-
related issues. He felt that there was no other 
choice but to challenge this social issue on 
a large scale and work to address the severe 
shortage of nurseries in metropolitan areas.

Komazaki’s idea was simple; it called for 
utilizing vacant apartment rooms, which are 
abundant in big cities, to start small-scale 
nurseries for groups of around 10 children 
under the age of 2. In this way, the initial facil-
ity and land investment costs would be much 
lower than what would be needed to establish 
conventional, greenfield nurseries.

The problem, however, was that small-
scale nurseries fell outside of Japan’s existing 
laws. Komazaki was well aware that Florence 
could solve only a small part of the big prob-
lem if it were to run the small-scale nurseries 
by itself. So he set about to persuade the gov-
ernment to establish a new system that would 
authorize and subsidize small-scale nurseries 
in order to create nationwide impact. 

Komazaki first took his idea to Takaji 
Matsui, then deputy chief cabinet secretary, 
with whom he had previously built a connec-
tion when he spoke at the Democratic Party’s 
study group on childcare issues. Through 
Matsui’s influence, he was given the opportu-
nity to pitch his idea at the MHLW. To Kom-
azaki’s surprise, he found that some officials 
at the MHLW were developing a similar idea, 
and with their support, he swiftly obtained 
the ministry’s support for implementing a 
model small-scale nursery in a municipality.

The next step for Komazaki was to find 
the right municipal partner. He wanted to 
launch the first small-scale nursery in his 
hometown, in Tokyo Prefecture’s Koto Ward. 
He approached the Koto Ward government 
through Mito Kakizawa, a House of Repre-
sentatives member whose electoral base is 
Koto Ward. Komazaki had begun to build a 
relationship with Kakizawa months before, 
when Kakizawa had responded to a blog post 
that Komazaki had written, commenting on 
Kakizawa’s childcare policy. The Koto Ward 
agreed to support the first small-scale nursery 
and consider it a pilot.

The pilot, launched in 2010, was success-
ful, and Florence quickly was on track to open 
and operate more small-scale nurseries. At 
this point, Komazaki knew that Florence 

needed to provide politicians and govern-
ment officials with useful input based on its 
experiences. At that time, the Japanese gov-
ernment under the Democratic Party’s lead-
ership launched an initiative to tackle child-
care issues under the Comprehensive Reform 
of Social Security and Tax. To persuade the 
government to include small-scale nurseries 
in its new reform, Florence invited politicians 
and officials from the central government to 
observe its small-scale nurseries in Koto. 

In spite of this progress, Japanese politi-
cal parties were deeply divided on childcare 
policies. So Komazaki organized an online 
debate on childcare issues by inviting key 
politicians from different parties. Such an 
informal setting enabled politicians to share 
a common goal of tackling childcare issues 
despite their differences. Subsequently, a law 
called “The new support system for children 
and childcare” was passed in 2012, authorizing 
small-scale nurseries. Komazaki was tapped 
to become a member of an advisory council 
for designing the details of the system. To de-
liver collective voices to the advisory council,  
Komazaki launched the National Small-Scale 
Nursery Association with other organizations 
that ran unauthorized small-scale nurseries.

Florence Today

As of this writing, Florence has eight business 
lines, including care for sick children, small-
scale nurseries, Japan’s first nurseries that 
provide full-day medical care for children 
with disabilities, and an adoption-support 
service. Florence’s annual revenue was more 
than JPY 1.3 billion (about $13 million) in 
2015. Its budget—with more than 50 percent 
coming from earned income and the rest 
coming from subsidies and donations—places 
it in the top 10 percent of Japanese nonprof-
its. Revenues from the business providing 
care for sick children continue to secure the 
organization’s financial sustainability and 
independence, and also give it the freedom 
to initiate innovative but high-risk business 
models (such as the nurseries for children 
with disabilities and adoption support), as 
well as to engage in advocacy work.

Florence provides a good example of the 
growing role that social enterprises play in 
addressing social problems in Japan. It is a 
happy marriage between the entrepreneurial 
characteristics of an innovative business and 
the concern over social impact of a nonprofit 
organization. And, no doubt, Japanese so-
cial enterprises will continue to effect social 
change in the future. a
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