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Abstract: The “Cool Japan” strategy, integral to Japan’s post-war cultural diplomacy, has
significantly reshaped its international image and enhanced soft power. This study examines
the strategy’s evolution and its role in transforming Japan’s global perception from a
militaristic past to a modern, innovative, and culturally rich nation, while also driving
economic growth through cultural exports. By integrating anime, cuisine, fashion, and
technology into its national brand, Japan has developed a diverse identity that resonates
globally. Empirical data, including European surveys and industry statistics, highlight the
strategy’s effectiveness: 93% of respondents acknowledge Japan’s cultural richness, while
the anime industry recorded revenues of 33.5 trillion yen in 2023, boosting tourism and
cross-cultural engagement. The analysis further examines Japan’s leadership in international
frameworks such as the CPTPP and initiatives like Data Free Flow with Trust (DFFT),
highlighting its role as a mediator in addressing global challenges. However, critiques of
cultural exoticization, particularly concerning the 2021 Tokyo Olympics’ cultural
representations, expose tensions between globalization and cultural authenticity. The study
concludes that while the “Cool Japan” strategy effectively harnesses cultural resources to
enhance soft power, future success will depend on balancing promoting popular culture and
integrating traditional heritage, fostering bidirectional cultural exchanges, and addressing
domestic social issues within Japan’s global narrative.
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1. Introduction

National image refers to a country’s perception and reputation on the international stage. Boulding
defines national image as how a nation perceives its identity and its relationships with other entities
within the global arena[1]. It represents a country’s outward manifestation and reflects the external
expression of its core identity and values[2]. National image and soft power are deeply interconnected,
with the formation of national image playing a crucial role in the projection of a country’s soft power.
According to Nye, soft power relies on attraction, fostering shared aspirations through appeal rather
than coercion. It is a non-coercive form of influence that relies on a country’s culture, political values,
and foreign policies to extend its impact on others[3].

The enhancement of national soft power is facilitated by cultural diplomacy and international
cultural exchanges and guides national public diplomacy. Kazuo posits that cultural diplomacy
employs cultural instruments to augment a nation’s geopolitical leverage and constitutes an integral
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aspect of foreign policy. Conversely, international cultural exchange prioritizes reciprocal inspiration
over political objectives. Public diplomacy aims to influence global public opinion about a country or
its policies, and the two overlap in their efforts to enhance national image through cultural activities
[4]. In this paper, soft power refers to a country’s ability to enhance its national image through
attraction, with cultural diplomacy, public diplomacy, and international cultural exchanges as
important means to achieve this goal. Culture plays a vital role as a resource in this process.

The Japanese government has consistently promoted the development of the cultural industry,
engaged in public diplomacy activities, and utilized international sporting events as platforms for
cultural dissemination. Through the execution of the “Cool Japan™ initiative, Japan has assimilated
components such as anime, culinary arts, and fashion into its national branding, enhancing the
nation’s global allure and underscoring the distinctiveness of Japanese culture [5]. Guided by the
“Cool Japan” Strategy, Japan leveraged the export of popular culture (including animation, music,
film, and television) to stimulate its economy, enhance its national image, and strengthen its soft
power after World War II, which gained widespread acceptance both in Asia and globally. For
instance, during the 1970s, Japan began to surpass the United States as the dominant source of pop
culture in Asia. By the 1980s and 1990s, its pop culture had become particularly popular among the
younger generation across the region [6].

This paper investigates how the “Cool Japan” cultural policy reshaped Japan’s international image
after World War II. Moreover, how the “Cool Japan” cultural policy has contributed to the
development of Japan’s soft power. This study enriches Joseph Nye’s soft power framework by
empirically validating its application in a non-Western context. By analyzing Japan’s “Cool Japan”
strategy, the paper demonstrates how cultural assets can serve as non-coercive tools for shaping
national image and fostering international influence. It expands the discourse on soft power beyond
traditional political and institutional frameworks, emphasizing cultural industries as critical drivers of
global attraction.

2. “Cool Japan” strategy

“Cool Japan” is an initiative by the Japanese government to shape the national brand and enhance soft
power. It integrates and promotes Japan’s unique culture, products, and lifestyle, emphasizing its
attractiveness to strengthen international influence and stimulate economic growth. The strategy
incorporates elements from various fields, including anime, music, cuisine, fashion, and technology,
to create a Japanese image that holds global appeal [7].

Following the 1990s collapse of Japan’s bubble economy, traditional industries experienced
stagnation, while youth-centric sectors like anime and video games rapidly emerged as vital export
industries. The “Cool Japan” image has supplanted the traditional “Corporate Japan” narrative.
Concurrently, Japan faces international challenges, including waning industrial competitiveness and
adverse public sentiment due to historical grievances. In response, the Japanese government initiated
an intellectual property strategy focused on innovation and creative products in 2002, leading to the
development of the “Cool Japan” strategy [8].

In 2014, the Cool Japan Movement Promotion Council issued the COOL JAPAN PROPOSAL,
which redefined the “Cool Japan” Strategy as a broad concept of expressing Japan’s attractiveness to
other countries [9]. Based on areas such as food, anime, and pop culture, it has the potential for
infinite growth, extending across various sectors in response to evolving global interests. “Cool Japan”
aims to position Japan as a nation that provides creative solutions to global challenges.. After
experiencing a period of rapid economic growth, Japan faces numerous social issues, such as an aging
population, disappearing communities, and environmental and energy concerns, which other
countries may also encounter in the future. Japan wants to combine its experiences in addressing
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domestic issues with its creative industries to offer valuable innovations to the world, thereby
demonstrating its global significance.

To achieve this mission, Japan has outlined a three-step approach. The first step focuses on
fostering domestic development by enhancing communication capabilities with foreign countries.
This includes offering engaging courses, improving study abroad programs, promoting
English-language broadcasting, and establishing English-speaking districts to help citizens develop
international communication skills. The second step is to strengthening Japan’s international
presence by cultivating a more positive global image. This involves creating a new brand identity,
updating slogans, showcasing “Japanese design,” and improving government procurement practices.
Japan aims to enhance the flow of information and cultural products through inbound websites,
translating tourism logos, and supporting content translation. The third step focuses on positioning
Japan as a nation that contributes to global well-being by addressing domestic and global challenges.
This involves visualizing these issues through information design, disclosing government data, and
integrating these insights into the design process. Ultimately, Japan aims to advance its traditional
philosophy through the establishment of JAPAN LABO, the organization of international craft
festivals, the construction of a Japanese design museum, and the promotion of aesthetic development
among Japanese youth [9].

3.  The evolution of Japan’s international image following the implementation of the “Cool
Japan” strategy

After World War II, Japan implemented post-war reforms under the guidance of the United States,
revised its constitution, embarked on a democratization process, and sought to transform its post-war
image from militarism to a peace-loving democratic nation.

The “Cool Japan™ Strategy has significantly enhanced Japan’s global image. A 2015 survey of
respondents from France, Germany, Poland, Spain, and the UK revealed that 93% recognized Japan’s
rich traditions and culture, 90% acknowledged its robust economy and advanced technology, and 75%
noted its commitment to peace since World War II. Additionally, 75% appreciated Japan’s natural
beauty, 69% acknowledged its cultural dissemination, and 66% cited its high living standards.
Interest in Japanese culture, including traditional, popular, and culinary aspects, was expressed by
73%, while 70% showed interest in its history. Notably, responses varied by age, gender, and
education, with 74% of those aged 18-29 interested in culture and 68% in history, compared to 69%
and 67% of respondents aged 60 and above, respectively [10].

Driven by the “Cool Japan” policy, Japan’s international image has expanded from a single
“animation power” to a crucial link in the chain of global relations. For example, at the World
Economic Forum’s Annual Meeting in 2024, experts affirmed Japan’s important role as a bridge
between Asia and the rest of the world. Taro Kono, Japan’s Minister of Digital Transformation,
asserts that Japan is uniquely positioned to serve as a mediator between diverse groups, highlighting
the country’s ability to act as a genuine intermediary in connecting various stakeholders [11].

4. The impact of the “Cool Japan” strategy on Japan’s soft power
4.1. The promotion of Japanese cultural communication

Under the Cool Japan strategy, Japan has exported its cultural industries globally, with anime being
the foremost and most renowned among them. Although the term “anime” is commonly used in
Japanese to refer to all animated works, it is employed in other countries to specifically describe
animation produced in Japan or to denote a distinct aesthetic associated with Japanese animation and
related media. In 2023, the anime sector achieved an unprecedented total revenue of 33.5 trillion yen,
with international earnings from Japan’s animation industry experiencing consistent growth, reaching
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around 17.2 trillion yen for the first time in 2023 [12]. This segment is projected to expand at a
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 3.9% from 2024 to 2030 [13].

Japanese anime has a large and dedicated global fanbase, enjoying widespread popularity across
diverse regions. According to recent statistics, 2024, twelve countries exhibited the highest popularity
for Japanese anime in 2024, each with a popularity score of 100. Additionally, 146 countries recorded
a popularity rating of 70 or higher for Japanese anime. The ten countries with the greatest increase in
favorability toward Japanese anime compared to 2023 are Kiribati, China, Anguilla, Luxembourg,
DR Congo, Macau, French Guiana, Taiwan, Sudan, and the Republic of the Congo[14].
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Figure 1: Anime interest index 2024 (0-100) [14]

Table 1: Anime interest index [14]

Country AnimePopularityInterest2024 AnimePopularityInterest2023
Kiribati 100 /
China 100 12
Anguilla 100 16
Luxembourg 100 38
DR Congo 82 26
Macau 63 16
French Guiana 83 36
Taiwan 59 13
Sudan 83 38
Republic of the Congo 72 28

The growth of the Japanese anime industry has also spurred the development of related sectors,
such as the media industry, karaoke, and tourism. Anime is no longer confined to printed works; it is
now animated and streamed on platforms such as Netflix. Additionally, the emphasis on producing
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theme songs has further fueled the growth of karaoke and enhanced market vitality. As a result of
anime’s global promotion, Japan has seen a significant influx of foreign tourists, with statistics
indicating that the number of international visitors will reach 36,869,900 in 2024 [15]. Social media is
a key tool of soft power, offering countries a platform to directly share cultural content with a global
audience. Japan has effectively leveraged social media to accelerate the global expansion of the
anime industry, broaden its viewership, and innovate the methods of anime communication. Anime
fans actively cosplay their favorite characters and discuss related topics on social media, fostering a
dynamic exchange and communication among anime enthusiasts from different countries.

4.2. International recognition

The “Cool Japan™ Strategy seeks to position Japan as a nation capable of offering innovative
solutions to global challenges. Japan has strived to take leadership across a wide range of areas,
including international trade, politics, and regional cooperation. Following the United States
withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in January 2017, Japan assumed a leading role
in the expansion negotiations, navigating the crisis and securing the implementation of the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) with the
remaining 11 countries in 2018. Furthermore, Japan has implemented the concept of Data Free Flow
with Trust (DFFT), advocating for the establishment of rules governing cross-border data flow and
spearheading international efforts to bring this vision to fruition.

The 2021 Tokyo Olympics represents a significant opportunity for the advancement of Japan’s
soft power. Sports diplomacy serves as a facet of Japan’s public diplomacy strategy. Despite initial
pessimistic forecasts related to the pandemic, the Tokyo 2021 Games, which were postponed,
ultimately proceeded without major disruptions, and the transmission of the virus was effectively
managed [16]. However, there is still public controversy over Japan’s opening and closing
ceremonies, which shows the problems and exoticization of Japan’s cultural displays and the
furtherance of its “Cool Japan™ strategy. It positions the country beyond Asia and outside of Europe,
an awkward position that can lead to a dilution of national identity to a certain extent.

5. Conclusion

The “Cool Japan” strategy has played a transformative role in reshaping Japan’s post-war
international image and enhancing its soft power on the global stage. By strategically leveraging
cultural exports such as anime, cuisine, fashion, and technology, Japan has successfully transitioned
from a nation historically associated with wartime militarism to one recognized for its innovation,
modernity, and cultural vibrancy. The strategy’s success lies in its ability to align cultural diplomacy
with economic goals, cultivating a dynamic national brand that appeals to diverse audiences.

The “Cool Japan” Strategy has significantly bolstered Japan’s global image. A 2015 survey across
France, Germany, Poland, Spain, and the UK indicated that 93% recognized Japan’s cultural heritage,
90% acknowledged its strong economy and advanced technology, and 75% noted its post-World War
I commitment to peace. Furthermore, 75% appreciated Japan’s natural beauty, 69% recognized its
cultural influence, and 66% cited its high living standards. Interest in Japanese culture, encompassing
traditional, popular, and culinary elements, was expressed by 73%, while 70% showed interest in its
history. Notably, responses varied by demographics, with 74% of respondents aged 18-29 interested
in culture and 68% in history, compared to 69% and 67% among those aged 60 and above,
respectively.
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