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Spatial Patterns of the Distribution System
in Japan and Their Recent Changes

Noboru Havasur* and Masateru Hino**

The spatial pattern of the Japanese wholesale system had for a long time been characterized by a
bipolar structure with Tokyo and Osaka as major wholesale centers. Since the 1960s, however, with
the changes in industrial structure and the agglomeration of head offices of large enterprises, whole-
sale traders have become concentrated in Tokyo. As a result, the spatial pattern of wholesaling has
been transformed into a single polar system. At the same time, regional centers such as Sapporo,
Sendai, Hiroshima, and Fukuoka have become important wholesale centers in the regions to which
they belong.

Generally, there has been a remarkable increase in freight volume and transportation systems have
undergone considerable development in the course of post-World War II economic growth.
Distribution facilities such as warehouses and wholesale fresh food markets have moved from inner
cities to metropolitan suburbs in parallel with the development of truck transportation. The location
of truck terminals and wholesale estates in the suburbs of main cities promoted the relocation of
wholesale establishments from CBDs to surrounding areas.

The most striking change in Japan’s retail system has been brought about by the rapid development
of supermarket chains on national and regional scales since the early 1960s. These stores are
characterized by self-service and chain store systems which are diffused throughout the urban hier-
archical system. With the development of retail activities in suburban areas, patterns of competition
such as suburb vs. downtown area emerged within metropolises.

Motorization is another element which has brought about a restructuring of shopping areas at
every level of the urban hierarchy. While newly developed commercial areas attract consumers
arriving by car, existing and small-sized shopping areas are declining in the face of severe competition
from the former. Spatial patterns of shopping centers which once corresponded to the hierarchical
central place system have gradually lost their hierarchical features.

chically related levels.
I. Introduction

The distribution system is closely related to its

Distribution activities can be thought of as
comprising a sub-system to a large system such as
socio-economic activities. This sub-system con-
sists of many functions including wholesaling,
retailing and other related activities. Commodi-
ties are supplied not only to consumers but also to
industrial users for the purpose of production.
Firms and establishments performing such activi-
ties are themselves considered as unit systems.
These systems, interrelating through the medium
of goods, money and information, form a larger
system known as the distribution industry. Dis-
tribution activities, which constitute a hierarchi-
cal system, can thus be analyzed at several hierar-

environment and, in order to reorganize, must
constantly adapt to environmental changes. For
example, it adapts to spatial changes in population
and income distribution as well as to the introduc-
tion of new production and transportation sys-
tems. In Japan, these environmental changes
occurred to a great extent during the period of
postwar economic development in the 1960s and
70s. Interregional migration from countryside to
metropolitan areas or regional centers, increase in
the concentration of income in urbanized areas,
and motorization are thought to be the main fac-
tors which have accelerated changes in the distri-
bution system on a national scale.

With such environmental changes taking place,
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the distribution system has developed by restruc-
turing and reorganizing itself. Many kinds of
innovations including multiple-branch systems,
self-service systems, and new transportation sys-
tems have always played major roles in promoting
this development. The distribution system in
Japan, therefore, is thought to have evolved by
adapting to environmental changes and by adopt-
ing innovations in management, selling and
transportation.

Most Japanese geographers regard distribution
activities as a spatial system and have analyzed
these activities from a spatial viewpoint. This
paper attempts to clarify the spatial patterns of
the distribution system in Japan and some recent
changes therein, and especially emphasizes the
manner in which geographers grasp the spatial
characteristics of distribution activities taking
place in this country. In this paper, the distribu-
tion system will be divided into two stages, whole-
saling and retailing, and is analyzed in terms of
the spatial pattern of these systems. First, how-
ever, the two sections immediately following pro-
vide an overview of some environmental factors
which influence the distribution system and of the
main distribution channels in Japan.

II. Changes in the Environment of the
Distribution System

1. Changes in the socio-economic environ-
ment

According to Simmons, who discusses locational
changes pertaining to retail activities, the indirect
factors influencing the location of retail activities
are the development of the urban system, the level
of technology involved, and income level (SiMmons,
1964). Although Smmmons restricts his conceptual
framework to retail activities, this framework
may also be applied to a wider area of commercial
activities including wholesaling. Hence we would
like to discuss the ways in which these three fac-
tors influence distribution activities in this
country.

First, the urban system influences the distribu-
tion system through population growth and
changes in transportation networks. The popula-
tion in Japan increased from 100.56 million in
1966 to 117.78 million in 1982, which meant that
the increase rate of the total population was 17.1

percent. Notably, in medium-sized cities around
the three largest metropolitan areas, the average
rate of increase reached 65.3 percent during the
same period. Both houses and industrial estab-
lishments were located in these medium-sized
cites because spatial development in the metropo-
lises brought about the expansion of the popula-
tion and attracted factories to these areas. On the
other hand, major cities with a population of more
than one million showed only a 1.9 per cent
increase in population during the period under
question. In these circumstances, retail activities
developed rapidly on the outskirts of metropolitan
areas from the latter half of the 1960s to the mid-
1970s. We shall call this the suburbanization of
commercial activities.

Another type of area which experienced a rapid
increase in population was the regional center,
whose rate of increase amounted to 36.1 percent.
The cities in this type of area are characterized by
a wide-spreading centrality overlaying their own
respective prefectural areas. In Japan, economic
development was restricted to the larger cities
located along the main transportation route con-
necting Tokyo with Osaka. But since the intro-
duction of the ‘bullet train’ (shinkansen) and the
completion of nationwide highway and airline
networks, larger cities located even in other
regions have enjoyed economic growth because
the main transportation system for physical dis-
tribution has changed from railways to trucks, as
will be later discussed.

Physical facilities for transportation have been
constructed around highway interchanges, and
physical distribution has come to be operated on a
large scale and at a higher speed than ever before.
In Japan, the total warehouse area increased from
8,047,200 Km? in 1965 to 21,335,000 Km? in 1984,
the rate of increase being 265.1 per cent. Devel-
opment of transportation along with innovations
in communication technology have made regional
centers more attractive, not only where wholesale
activities are concerned, but also for the locating
of control functions of government offices and
large private companies, whose headquarters are
located, for the most part, in Tokyo.

2. Changes in the composition of con-
sumption

The distribution system which supplies goods
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and services cannot exist without the demand for
those goods and services. The attributes of con-
sumers who originate such demands consist of
many elements, i.e., occupation, income level, sex,
age, and so on, and are thought to determine the
level and content of consumption. Not only the
income of consumers, but also consumer spend-
ing, increased with the growth of Japan’s national
economy over the period of the 1960s and 70s.
Annual expenditure per household, for example,
increased from 630,000 yen in 1966 to 3,040,000
yen in 1982-a rate of 382.5 per cent. The rate of
increase in provincial cities and towns was higher
than that in the three metropolitan areas; hence it
may be concluded that regional differences in
expenditure have gradually decreased. While the
percentage of expenditure relating to food has
decreased, that relating to services has grown
with the increase of income in Japan, as has hap-
pened in other developed countries. The expendi-
ture rate for food decreased from 38.1 percent in
1966 to 28.3 percent in 1982, and that of culture
and communication increased from 16.0 percent to
20.7 per cent (Fig. 1). As to restaurants and shops,
the ratio of eating and drinking establishments, as
well as clothing stores, has decreased both in who-
lesaling and retailing, while that of culture- and
leisure-related businesses has increased.
Another important factor which has affected
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consumer behavior is the automobile. With cars
being frequently used for shopping, the rate of
automobile use increased from 26.0 percent in
1965 to 46.2 percent in 1984. In 1984, 65.9 percent
of all households in Japan owned cars, and the
automobile ownership rate is higher in provincial
cities than it is in metropolitan cities. Within
metropolitan areas, the ratio is higher in the sub-
urbs, because consumers in these areas tend to do
their shopping by car. If the ratio for farming
households is compared with that of non-farming
households, the latter is found to have been higher
than the former in the late 1960s; today, however,
the situation is reversed.

Consumer behavior related to the use of auto-
mobiles has accelerated ‘one-stop’ shopping,
whereby many kinds of goods are purchased at
one time. Refrigerators were owned by only 44.1
percent of all households in 1965, but are now
owned by over 99.1 percent. In addition, increas-
ing numbers of women who have hitherto tradi-
tionally done most of the shopping have begun to
hold down jobs outside the home and have, conse-
quently, enlarged the demand for one-stop shop-
ping. Moreover, in Japan’s aging society, consu-
mers choose goods according to their taste and the
quality of the goods. In order to adapt to social
and environmental changes such as these, a
reforming of the structure of the distribution sys-
tem was carried out by changing the locational
patterns of stores and the modes or ways of sel-
ling. Consequently, over the past few years, the
distribution system in Japan has become highly
diversified.

3. Advances due to technical innovations

As with other economic activities in Japan, the
distribution system has evolved in parallel with
many technical innovations. These innovations
range from hardware, such as various types of
machinery, to software such as the self-service
selling system and multiple organization of stores.
Not only directly related techniques such as these
but also general innovations now widely accepted
in society affect the distribution system.
We will now discuss technical innovations which
have strongly influenced distribution activities.

Technical innovations in hardware systems
were introduced mainly in the fields of transpor-
tation, stocks, and packaging. In order to trans-
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port commodities more efficiently, transportation
vehicles operating with the aid of electronics,
computer-based management and control sys-
tems, and communication techniques have been
introduced. Automatic warehouses and auto-
matic distribution systems utilizing robots have
also been adopted in order to automate the loading
processes and make them more efficient. In addi-
tion, computers and facsimile machines have
recently been introduced at many stages of distri-
bution. In 1974, the total number of computers
used in industry was 23,443, 25.5 per cent of
which were used in distribution. This total
number rose to 106,344 in 1982, in which the
share of distribution showed an increase to 43.0
percent (45,689).

Distribution activities networking began with
multiple-branch organization where regular chain,
franchise chain, and voluntary chain systems
were established. From the 1960s to the 1980s,
efforts have continuously been made to stabilize
management in these chain systems by organiz-
ing distribution activities. Chain systems with
the aim of gaining economies of scale by organiz-
ing numerous stores have influenced locational
patterns of distribution activities. Independent
stores depend on selling in one spot, while chain
stores operate on the basis of the total balance
produced by stores located in many different pla-
ces. The most drastic change in selling modes is
that of the adoption of the self-service system, a
style of selling nowadays utilized by most super-
markets and superstores (large stores, which are
not department stores, but which sell miscellane-
ous goods.) This style of selling is suited to one-
story stores and is comfortable for shoppers and
shopping; moreover, the stores are designed to be
located on the outskirts of unbanized areas where
land rents are not as high as in central areas.

In addition to these trends, networking with the
aid of communication systems started in earnest
during the latter half of the 1970s. The POS
(Point of Sale) system, which is now the most
popular, was used in more than 7,900 stores in
1985. This system, which directly connects sel-
ling to a considerable amount of stock at hand,
has given rise to a new type of establishment
called a ‘convenience store’. As new information
systems affect many aspects of traditional man-
agement, it is expected that new kinds of com-

mercial activities such as non-store retailers and
VAN (Value Added Networks) will increase.
Moreover, research on consumer behavior based
on data obtained through the means of CATV and
videotex is expected to prevail and distribution
activities may assume new locational patterns.

III. The Japanese Distribution System
1. Distribution channels and functions

Most Japanese distributors consist of small-
sized outfits, although there are several large trad-
ing companies, called sogo shosha, whose sales
occupy nearly 20 percent of the total sales by
wholesale, and there are also large retailers with
nationwide store networks. However, the number
of large distributors such as these is extremely
limited. According to the Commercial Census of
1982, there were 428,858 wholesale establish-
ments and 1,721,465 retail stores in existence
throughout the country. This means that there
were thirty-six wholesale establishments and 145
retail stores, respectively, per 10,000 people.
These figures are larger than those for other
advanced countries. For example, in the United
States, the number of wholesale and retail stores
per 10,000 people were fifteen and sixty-eight,
respectively, in 1977 (Tanma and Miyashita, 1985).
That is, in Japan, the number of consumers per
distributor is less than half that of the United
States. The smallness of scale of Japanese dis-
tributors can be clearly realized from the size of
their establishments and also in terms of the
number of employees. In the wholesale sector,
nearly half the establishments have four employees
or less. The average number of employees was
about ten in 1982. In the retail sector, about 60
percent of all stores have two employees or less,
and the average number of employees is about
four.

It is generally said that the small scale of the
distributors causes Japanese distribution chan-
nels to be long, narrow and complex. Figure 2
shows the aggregate distribution channels as
reported by the Commercial Census of 1982.
Wholesale establishments are classified into three
catagories, with some types defined by stage of
distribution. The first category contains two
types of primary wholesale establishment. The
first type (jikitorihiki-oroshi) buys mainly from
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sell 32 percent of the total sales by wholesale.
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producers and sells to industrial users and retail-
ers. This type of establishment sells nearly 28 per
cent of all sales by wholesale: however, its main
sales targets are industrial users. A large part of
producers’ goods and capital goods are distributed
from puoducers to users only through primary
wholesalers. Moreover, there are also direct
channels between producers and large industrial
users where the distribution of these goods is con-
cerned, but these are not shown in Figure 2. From
these facts, we are able to see that distribution
channels for producers’ foods and capital goods
are relatively short. The second type of primary
wholesale establishment (moto-oroshi) buys mainly
from producers and sells to wholesalers. Its sales
occupy about 13 percent of the total amount of
sales.

The second category is formed of two types of
secondary wholesale establishments. The first
type (chukan-oroshi) buys from primary wholesal-
ers and sells to other wholesalers and its sales
account for about 12 per cent of the total sales.
The second type (saishu-oroshi) buys from primary
and intermediary wholesalers and sells to retail-
ers and industrial users. Its sales account for
about 15 percent of the total. Thus the market
share of secondary wholesalers in the distribution
of consumer goods is considerably large and, as
the above situations indicate, the distribution
channels are considerably long-ranging.

Other wholesale establishments form the third
category. The following two kinds of establish-
ments are characterized by trading that takes
place between an establishment’s head office and
its branches, in other words, between a wholesal-
er’s head office and its own branch offices, which
are its principal buyers and, secondly, between
branch establishments of manufacturers and
wholesalers and their head offices.

Although the features of Japanese distribution
channels as a whole are as depicted above, they
naturally differ according to the kinds of goods
being handled; hence a survey of distribution
channels by kinds of goods is called for (Hasecawa,
1984). For this reason, the distribution channels
of two contrasting types of consumer goods will
be briefly considered at this point. The first,
namely, fresh goods, has one of the longest-
ranging of the distribution channels due to the
fact that producers and consumers are small-
scale, dispersed and numerous and hence require
a ‘gathering’ process. For example, vegetables
and fruits produced in places far from market
areas are collected together, first by producers’
cooperative societies or other assemblers. Next,
these two types of assemblers ship products to
central wholesale markets in large cities and con-
sign commission merchants there to sell them to
jobbers by auction. The jobbers not only sell the
products to retailers but also send some of the
goods to local wholesale markets in adjacent areas
and to central wholesale markets in other main
cities.

The second type of goods consists of consumer
durables such as electrical appliances and auto-
mobiles. These goods are produced by a small
number of large manufacturers under mass-
production systems and sold to consumers
through nationwide marketing networks individ-
ually organized by the producers. For example,
Matsushita Electric Corporation, the largest
maker of electric appliances in Japan, owns at
least one local marketing company for making
sales by wholesale to retailers in each prefecture.
In addition, the company has organized many
retailers affiliated with its marketing network
(Hivo, 1979).

Consumer goods are transferred from whole-
saler to retailer, and the latter in Japan, can be
classified into three or four types in terms of its
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method of selling. The first type comprises
department stores established in the early 1900s
and which developed along with the economic
expansion that took place mainly in cities. While
many department stores in metropolitan areas
have grown in size, department stores in smaller
cities have had to compete with supermarket
chains for markets. The second type, consisting
of supermarkets and superstores, has a relatively
short history and has developed on the basis of
low-cost buying and selling. These two types are
called large-scale retailers.

Most medium and small-scale retailers, that is,
the third type of retailer, are independent mer-
chants. These retailers number over one million
and range widely from solid enterprises to set-ups
by merchants working on the side. Specialty
stores included in this group, however, are distin-
guished from other independent retailers, not only
by the particular kinds of goods they deal with,
but also by their sales methods and the image they
establish in the minds of their customers.
Convenience stores comprise another kind of
small-scale retailer, but most of them operate
under the chain system. There are other types of
retailers, including mail order houses, door-to-
door sales, and automatic vending establishments.
The last-mentioned three types of retailers share
one feature in common, in that they operate with-
out the aid of the store system.

While nearly all retailers buy goods from who-
lesalers, some retailers such as supermarket
chains design their own goods and order the pro-
duction of these goods directly from the manufac-
turers. As, where retailers are concerned, joint
buying is an effective and profitable method of
buying goods from wholesalers, not only super-
market chains but also department stores organ-
ize buyers’ groups. Through this process, major
department stores have drawn small-sized local
department stores into their sphere of influence.
Moreover, while major department stores have
commenced the management of supermarkets and
are moving towards merchandizing conglomer-
ates, leading supermarket chains have strength-
ened their chain operations by means of vertical
integration and the diversification of goods.

2. Changes in the wholesale system

In the early 1960s, the distribution revolution

theory which implied that small and medium
wholesalers would be expelled from distribution
channels in the future roused social interest in
the distribution system (Havasui, 1962). The fore-
cast was based on the following two points: First,
as the supermarket chains that emerged in the
late 1950s became bigger, they would buy goods
directly from producers and large wholesalers;
and, secondly, large-scale producers utilizing
mass-production systems would construct their
own marketing networks, which would corres-
pond to their production and thus dispense with
the need for small and medium, ordinary whole-
salers. As far as the number of wholesale estab-
lishments are concerned, however, the drastic
changes anticipated by this theory have not yet
occurred. Certainly there has been a remarkable
increase in supermarket chains over the past two
decades, and large national retail enterprises with
many branch stores have emerged among them.
Moreover, the organization of distribution chan-
nels by large-scale makers has also taken place.
However, the actual number of small wholesale
establishments, contrary to expectations, has not
decreased but, in fact, has shown an increase.
Consequently, the proportion of small wholesale
establishments to the total number of wholesale
establishments decreased only slightly during
this period. For example, wholesale establish-
ments having four or less employees accounted
for 51 percent of the total in 1960 and 49 percent
in 1982.

We can, however, find structural changes in the
wholesale system when we consider wholesalers
by types. Sales by small wholesalers without
branches have steadily decreased. On the other
hand, the number of wholesalers with branch
offices and the number of sales branches of large
manufacturers have increased, in comparison to
the total number of wholesalers. For example,
among incorporated wholesalers, the proportion
of wholesalers without branches decreased from
27 percent in 1968 to 19 percent in 1982. The
proportion of sales of both multilocational whole-
salers and the selling operations of manufactur-
ers has increased by about 5 percent in the same
period. We find the large wholesalers capitalized
at 100 million yen or more have increased their
market share. Moreover, large wholesalers and
manufacturers have organized many small- and
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medium-sized wholesalers, although this aspeét is
not covered in the Commercial Census. It can be
said that large wholesalers and branches of large
manufacturers have become more important in
the Japanese wholesale system than was made
evident in the Commercial Census statistics.

The postwar wholesale system in Japan under-
went yet another great change in the shape of the
remarkable transformation in the composition of
wholesaling activities. Textile products accounted
for the largest sales by wholesale in 1960. How-
ever, textile sales decreased drastically in propor-
tion to the total sales, from 18 percent in 1960 to
only 4 percent in 1982, due to the increased weight
of heavy-chemical industrialization after the
Second World War. On the other hand, the pro-
portion of sales by wholesale of ores, metal mate-
rials and machinery have greatly increased, with
the market shares of the big trading companies
(sogo shosha) in these goods also being large.

3. Changes in the retail system

The most striking change in the postwar retail
system in Japan has been the emergence and
remarkable growth of nationwide retail enter-
prises handling supermarket chains. Until the
early 1960s, the only large retailers were depart-
ment stores located in metropolises such as Tokyo
and Osaka. After the mid-1960s, a new type of
large enterprise, incorporating the innovations of
multiple-organization systems emerged; this was
referred to as the nationwide supermarket chain.
At present, the top five retailers in sales in Japan
belong to this type, and the economic power of
department stores has relatively declined. In
addtion, many regionally distributed supermarket
chains have grown up alongside the nationwide
chains. According to the Commercial Census of
1982, retail trade-related general merchandise,
consisting of nationwide and regional super-
market chains and department stores, occupies
nearly 15 per cent of total retail sales although, in
terms of numbers, these stores comprise only 0.3
percent of the total existing stores.

The supermarket chains were the first to adopt
the self-service system, then an innovation in sel-
ling techniques. The number of self-service stores
increased from 4,790 in 1966 to 22,217 in 1982.
With this change, the percentage of turnover for
these stores increased from 5.4 percent to 19.2

percent. The system was adopted early on by the
shokuhin supa (supermarkets selling only foods),
and then gradually into other kinds of stores such
as iryohin supa (large stores selling clothing as
well as foods), superstores (large stores dealing
in miscellaneous goods), hypermarkets, and so on.

Moreover, specialty chain stores have developed
on national and regional scales, and the share of
retailers with branches in the total retail sales
outlets has shown a remarkable increase during
the last two decades. For example, the market
share of retailers with ten or more stores
increased from 19 per cent in 1970 to 36 percent in
1982. On the other hand, the share of retailers
having no branches decreased from 42 percent to
29 percent during the same period. All of these
trends show that the enlargement and organiza-
tion of business has proceeded along the lines of a
pursuit of scale merits of trading in the retail sec-
tor. Small retailers, however, still occupy a large
part of the retail sector, although their share in
the total sales has decreased as seen above.

IV. The Spatial Structure of the
Wholesale System

1. The Hierarchy of wholesale centers

The Japanese wholesale system is spatially
organized so as to correspond to the hierarchy of
cities (Kuwaima, 1981a). In other words, the spa-
tial system of wholesaling is one of the important
elements sustaining the national urban system in
Japan. However, it was only after the Second
World War that the present spatial system of
wholesaling actually came into being.

Tokyo is at present the primary center of who-
lesaling (Fig. 3) but, until the early 1960s, the level
of wholesale activities in Osaka was on a par with
Tokyo. The main market area of Tokyo was
limited to eastern Japan, while western Japan was
dominated by Osaka. That is, the country was
divided into two market areas for Tokyo and
Osaka respectively. This spatial composition was
referred to as the bipolar structure of Japanese
spatial economy and was a carry-over from feudal
times. But, with the rapid growth of the Japanese
economy contingent on the heavy-chemical indus-
trialization after the late 1950s, a large disparity
in wholesaling arose between Tokyo and Osaka.
While in 1960, Tokyo and Osaka respectively
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Figure 3 Rank and size of the top twenty whole-
sale centers in Japan
Source: The Japanese Commercial Census, 1960, 1970, 1982

occupied an equal 27 percent of the national
wholesale total, after that time, the national share
of Tokyo steadily increased, reaching 37 percent
in 1982. In the same year, that of Osaka, on the
other hand, sharply decreased to a mere 14 per-
cent. Thus Tokyo became the primary national
center with Osaka now relegated to second place.

The following reasons can be pointed out as
causes of the large disparity between Tokyo and
Osaka. The latter city was the national trade
center for textile products (Hvo, 1978), and a large
part of the decrease in its national share is due to
the relative decline in textile wholesales. Where-
as Tokyo was the wholesale center for heavy-
chemical industry goods, and the heavy-chemical
industry gained in importance in the national
industrial structure after the late 1950s, thus
bringing on an increase in Tokyo’s share in the
national sales by wholesale. Particularly, the big
trading companies (sogo shosha), which have a
large market share in the trade of ores, metal
materials and machinery have played a major role
in raising the status of Tokyo (Tacucsi, 1980).
Hence it may be said that the postwar concentra-
tion of large enterprise headquarters in Tokyo is
another important reason for the rise of Tokyo’s
national share (ABg, 1984).

Nagoya is the third ranked wholesale center

after Osaka. As the city is situated between
Tokyo and Osaka, its market area has been
limited mainly to the Tokai region in central
Japan. This region also ranks next to the two

- largest metropolitan areas in size of population

and number of industries. For this reason, the
volume of demand in this region is rather large;
although Nagoya’s national share has decreased
by 3 per cent since 1960, it still accounted for 7
percent of the sales by national wholesales in
1982.

At present, four regional centers constitute the
fourth tier in the hierarchy of wholesale centers
as follows: Sapporo in the Hokkaido region, Sen-
dai in the Tohoku region, Hiroshima in Chugoku,
and Fukuoka in Kyushu. The former two regions
are located in northeast Japan, and the latter two
in southwest Japan, and all these regions consoli-
dated their status during the decade of the 1970s.
Even before that period, Yokohama, Kobe and
Kyoto, which are sub-centers in the two largest
metropolitan areas, had the largest volume of
sales by wholesale, next to Nagoya. For example,
Hiroshima with the smallest volume of sales
among the four regional cities had only one half of
the sales by wholesale of Kobe in 1960. However,
wholesaling in Hiroshima became one and half
times the wholesaling in Kobe in 1982. In addi-
tion, this growth occurring in regional centers
had no small influence on the decreases in the
national shares of Osaka and Nagoya (TacucHi,
1980). That is, a part of the shares of the sales of
the two latter cities was transferred to the
increase in shares of regional cities. The concen-
trated agglomeration of sales outlets operated by
large manufacturers and wholesalers has been
pointed out as the main reason for the growth of
regional cities as wholesale centers. Many large
enterprises have located their sales establish-
ments in regional centers since the late 1950s, in
order to develop provincial markets and increase
their market shares; they aimed to take advantage
of the fact that the field for markets had expanded
under the rapid economic growth of postwar
Japan, although this expansion was later and
smaller than that of the three largest metropoli-
tan areas. In addition, many sales establishments
located in regional centers acquired regional terri-
tories (Hasecawa, 1984). With the agglomeration
of sales outlets of large enterprises in regional cit-
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ies, the latter were able to consolidate their status
as regional wholesale centers (YosHipa, 1972).
On the other hand, there were not as many
branches of large enterprises located in Yoko-
hama, Kobe and Kyoto as there were in regional
cities; these three cities are located near either
Tokyo or Osaka and many of the large enterprises
felt no need to locate branches within the territo-
ries of Tokyo or Osaka. This state of affairs even-
tually brought about the change of status involv-
ing the three cities of Yokohama, Kobe and Kyoto
and regional cities, as explained above. However,
the three cities still do have comparatively large
volumes of sales by wholesale, and thus may be
ranked as the fifth tier in the hierarchy of whole-
sale centers.

Other prefectural capitals and a few sub-
centers in large prefectures constitute the sixth
tier in the hierarchy of wholesale centers.
Although there are some differences in volume in
their respective sales, their market areas equally
cover their own prefectures or sub-regions of their
own prefectures. After these cities, sub-centers
within each prefecture constitute the lowest tier
of the hierarchy of wholesale centers.

2. Spatial patterns of trade and physical
distribution

Inter-regional commodity flows in Japan are
classified into nationwide and regional patterns
(Mitsunasar, 1978: HiNo, 1978) (Fig. 4). The
national flow is comprised of commodity flows
among the three largest metropolitan areas and is

Fukuoka Hiroshima
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characterized by the largeness of the volume of
the commodities, reflecting the fact that the three
areas, with their large agglomerations of indus-
tries and population, are the main buying sources
and sales targets for one another (Morikawa, 1977,
Hivo, 1978; Muravama, 1984). Other nationwide
flows consist of industrial products moving from
Tokyo and Osaka to regional centers. However,
flows in the reverse direction are fewer, due to the
fact that regional centers function only as inter-
mediate centers of commodity flows from Tokyo
and Osaka to the rest of the country. In addition,
there are national flows of agricultural and fish-
ing products from the provinces to the three larg-
est cities, particularly to Tokyo. These flows
indicate that the function of central wholesale
markets for fresh foods in the three largest cities
is the gathering of goods from around the country
and distributing them, not only in their own, but
also to other regions (Anpo, 1972; Kosavashi, 1976).

On the other hand, regional flows form trade
and transport spheres at three different levels.
The first-level spheres represent eastern and
western Japan, respectively, and Tokyo and
Osaka are the respective centers. In trade distri-
bution, this pattern emerges at the stage of
wholesale buying (HiNo, 1978). Where physical
distribution is concerned, the primary transporta-
tion by ship of petroleum products and steel cor-
responds to these two spheres, large manufactur-
ers of these goods having built factories in each
sphere in order to increase their market shares
(Yapa, 1977; Murakami, 1979). In addition, the
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250 ~ 500
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Figure 4 Main inter-prefectural trade flows in wholesale buying (1982)

Source: The Japanese Commercial Census, 1982
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physical distribution of imported grains dictates
the form assumed by eastern and western trans-
portation areas whose respective centers are
Yokohama and Kobe, the two largest seaports in
Japan (Muravama, 1984). The second-order
spheres correspond with the general regionaliza-
tion of Japan into nine districts, namely,
Hokkaido, Tohoku, Kanto, Tokai, Hokuriku,
Kinki, Chugoku, Shikoku and Kyushu. In trade
distribution, this spatial division has been streng-
thened with the agglomeration of branch sales
establishments of large manufacturers and whole-
salers in each regional center (Morikawa, 1977;
Hino, 1978). With regard to physical distribution,
a similar spatial division can be recognized. The
third-level spheres comprise the largest metropol-
itan areas. Here, one-way flows from metropo-
lises to surrounding areas are dominant in the
trade distribution of industrial products. Mutual
flows, however, have come to be characteristic of
physical distribution (Han, 1984). These circum-
stances are related to the fact that wholesale
establishments have principally been concen-
trated and factories and population have been
dispersed around metropolitan areas.

3. The location of wholesale establish-
ments and related facilities

Wholesale establishments have traditionally
been concentrated in Central Business Districts
(CBDs) within cities in Japan, just as in other
countries. Many of them perform the functions of
storage and delivery along with trading; that is,
places of trading are not separated from places of
storage and delivery. Hence, with the remarkable
increase in amount and number of goods under
the postwar rapid economic growth, wholesalers
early on needed to enlarge the size of their estab-
lishments. However, land rents in CBDs of major
cities have risen enormously in concomitance
with urban growth. As a result it became difficult
for small and medium wholesalers to expand their
premises within CBDs. Moreover, with motoriza-
tion rapidly proceeding at the same time, traffic
congestion within CBDs became a serious prob-
lem, and the prompt and efficient delivery of
goods has become difficult (Nakacawa, 1972;
Hasecawa, 1984). Small and medium-sized who-
lesalers were unable to solve the problem by
themselves. On the other hand, with the devel-

opment of a postwar society characterized by
mass production and mass consumption, the con-
struction of a nationwide express transport sys-
tem became a social necessity (Hayasni, 1962). To
satisfy this need, the national government
invested a large amount of money in the expan-
sion of road network, including highways. Con-
sequently, with the ensuing motorization and the
increase in preference for the transportation of
goods by truck, a system which has greater flexi-
bility in terms of time and space, by the late
1960s, the amount of freight transported by road
surpassed that transported by train.

With this structural change in the freight
transportation system, the national government
promoted a number of policies aimed at the
modernization of the distribution system. The
most important of these was the construction of
distribution centers (specialized areas for distri-
bution activities) in the suburbs of major cities
(Nakacawa, 1972; Hasecawa, 1984).  Suburbs
selected as locations for distribution centers had
the following characteristics: relatively low land
rents, open spaces, and good access to main roads,
such as highways, for example. In distribution
centers, facilities such as wholesale estates, cen-
tral wholesale fresh food markets, warehouse
estates, and truck terminals were built. At pres-
ent several large-scale distribution centers are
located near crossing of main roads (highways
and ring roads) and besides ports within the three
largest cities. In addition, many wholesale estates
with warehouse estates and truck terminals were
established in regional centers and other major
cities. In 1983, there were 160 wholesale estates
altogether in the country (Suzuki, 1985).

As a result of the construction of these distribu-
tion centers, the relocation of wholesale estab-
lishments and warehouses from CBDs to suburbs
took place in many cities (Nakacawa, 1972; Azumi,
1973; Nisuara, 1978; Takanasui and SHiokawa,
1984; Suzuki, 1985). However, wholesale estab-
lishments specializing only in trade and manage-
ment functions (i.e., head and branch offices of
large wholesalers and manufacturers) remain
located within CBDs of large cities, and are the
main elements of CBDs (Nisumara, 1978; NisHiHARA
and Tanagg, 1978).

On the other hand, large transportation facili-
ties were also constructed for important ports in
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large cities. The main ports were bases serving
not only import and export activities, but also the
domestic transportation of producers’ goods such
as petroleum products, cement, steel, imported
grains, and processed foods. For this reason, they
were equipped with large oil tanks, steel yards,
cement silos, grain silos and refrigerator ware-
house (Konno, 1970; Azumi, 1977; Tanaka, 1980;
Suiokawa, 1982; Nojri, 1987). In addition, motor
pools were constructed for vehicles awaiting
export, as well as for long-distance transportation
within the country (Azumi, 1983; Hosnial, 1983). It
is noteworthy that wharves specially constructed
for the handling of container cargoes have been
built at a few large ports with the progress of
containerization, after the late 1960s. The influ-
ence of containerization on the hierarchy of the
major ports was discussed apropos of the increase
of the functional powers of Japan’s three largest
ports, Kobe, Yokohama, and Tokyo (Enpo, 1981,
1985).

V. The Spatial Pattern of the
Retail System

1. The retail system on the national and
regional levels

Retailing in Japan has undergone a rapid devel-
opment over the last three decades. The rates of
increase in the number of employees and amount
of sales are larger than the rate of increase in the
number of retail stores, a factor that underlines
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the growth of retail activities during this period
(Fig. 5. When retailing is analyzed on the
national level, it would be useful to consider the
following two points. The first, which concerns
the spatial pattern of retailing, is that the three
metropolitan areas, Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya,
have a far larger number of retail stores that
other regions do (Kuwayma, 1981b). The next
larger agglomerations of retailing are in Kita-
Kyushu (the northern part of Kyushu), Setonaikai
(the Seto Inland Sea), the northern part of Kanto,
and the southern part of Tohoku, where a large
number of cities are located adjacent to the three
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Figure 5. Growth in retail activities for the last
three decades
Source: The Japanese Commercial Census for each respective year
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Figure 6 Number of retail stores by Prefecture
Source: The Japanese Commercial Census, 1985
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metropolitan areas in Japan (Fig. 6). The size of
retail stores differs among regions, and the
annual turnover per store is the largest in
regional cities such as Sapporo, Sendai Hiro-
shima, and Fukuoka, which exceed the national
average by 40 per cent. Core cities in the three
metropolitan areas, which are comprised of the
cities of Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya, Yokohama,
Kawasaki, Kyoto and Kobe, are next. Conversely,
other cities below the prefectural city level in the
national urban system have smaller trunovers
than the national average.

Secondly, retail stores are widely organized into
chain systems on the national level. Although
retailing is an economic activity depending
mainly on the local demand for goods, it becomes

necessary to incorporate it into a nationwide eco- -

nomic activity with the advance in the organiza-
tion and establishment of chain stores, acceler-
ated by mass production and mass consumption.
Large-scale retail stores which are generally
called ‘supers’ in this country and which first
appeared in the early 1960s were, in the begin-
ning, located in large cities (ITon, 1978a). These
supers continue to develop, and some of them
have diffused their organizations from the
regional to the national level. The major supers
promoted their own national development by
mergers and the acquisition of other supers, in the
mid-1970s. The location of supers during this
period followed the urban hierarchical system. In
the early 1960s, supers were found only in cities
with populations of over one million; but, by the
mid-1970s, they were to be found in 40 percent or
more of cities with a population of 50,000. The
rapid development of supers, however, has slowed
down, owing to the their regulation by law in
1974, and changes in consumption after the oil
crisis.

Some characteristics of retailing reflecting
areal differences can be found in retail systems at
the prefectured level. In Japan, most prefectural
capitals form the population centers of their pre-
fectures. These cities are commercial as well as
administrative centers, and have the largest
agglomerations of retail stores in the prefecture
concerned. In almost every prefecture, other
commercial centers next to the prefectural capital
in the urban system have large market areas
including the countryside. There are numerous

manufacturing cities along the coast in the Pacific
belt zone, where many of Japanese industries are
located. In these cities, the dinsity of retail stores
in relation to their populations is low. A similar
situation exists in newly developed areas border-
ing on metropolises and prefectural capitals
where, owing to the spatial extension of the cities
involved, a rapid expansion of both the population
and housing is taking place (Kuwanma, 1973).
Retailing developed considerably in prefectures
where incomes showed a large increase in propor-
tion to the economic growth. Most of these prefec-
tures are to be found in the industrialized region
facing the Pacific Ocean, and it is in these regions
that retail activities were organized and large-
scale retail stores were first introduced. Indus-
trialization, however, proceeded to take place in
other regions during the latter half of the high
economic growth period, and retailing methods
underwent modernization. Regional differences
in income have decreased since the mid-1970s,
when regionalism was stronger, and regional dif-
ferences in consumption have also diminished. In
provincial prefectures, where public transporta-
tion is less developed, the expansion of motoriza-
tion has enabled consumers to travel further dis-
tances in order to shop. This has resulted in the
decline of small shopping centers and the growth
of large centers of medium and high level.

Apart from studies on retailing based on data
categorized according to administrative area,
there are a number of empirical studies carried
out within the framework of the central place
theory. For the purposes of study, in the case of
inter-urban levels, cities, towns, and villages as
administrative units, or other smaller settlements
were chosen as central places (Isuizawa, 1984).
Also, reflecting the trend whereby central place
studies were carried out in homogeneous areas,
Japanese geographers selected certain plains as
study such as, for example, the southwestern
part of Niigata (Fuyimaki, 1976), the eastern plain
of Lake Biwa (MaTsupa, 1984), and the Ichinomiya
region (Havasur and Iton, 1976). Some other stu-
dies, however, were conducted in regions consist-
ing not only of plains but also of mountains and
islands (Havasui 1973; Tsursumi, 1975; Usui, 1979).
In every study made, retailing was selected as one
of the indices of central function, and the agglo-
meration of stores and their trading areas were
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analyzed, in order to classify the central place
according to size and field of influence.

When retailing is treated as a central function,
the number of stores and the number of kinds of
stores indicate the sizes and characteristics of the
centers under study. At the same time, although
these factors are related to the population of cen-
ters, there are some exceptions. Settlements that
have more stores than might have been expected,
judging from the settlement sizes, are considered
to be commercial centers having wide hinter-
lands; but settlements having fewer stores are
considered to be industrial centers or satellite
towns. In most of these studies, a kind of hie-
rarchy was discovered in the size pattern of the
agglomeraion of central functions, including retail
stores. However, it is by no means easy to verify
the principles of spatial organization according to
Christaller’s central place model. Although some
regions may be explained on the basis of the
transportation principle, other display character-
istics resembling that of the market principle.
Location patterns of centers deviate from a theo-
retically ideal regularity, due to heterogeneous
components such as physical conditions and
industrial activities (Havasur and Iton, 1976).

The interaction between central places and
consumer behavior are also referred to in these
studies. Although hierarchical patterns are found
not only in the agglomeration of central functions
but also in trading areas, it is not unusual to find
a spatial overlapping, one with the other, of trad-
ing areas belonging to the same level. Trading
areas formed around central places undergo
changes at the time of the location of new stores,
especially large-scale retail stores. The changes
are related to consumer behavior involving travel-
ing longer distances by car for the purpose of ‘one-
stop’ shopping and to the tendency to patronize
larger retail stores.

2. Spatial structure of retailing within
metropolitan areas

The main aspect of geographical studies on
retailing within metropolitan areas is the obser-
vation of dynamic changes in the location pattern
of activities. The population that flowed out of
the countryside during the period of high eco-
nomic growth settled, for the most part, in the
three largest cities of Japan, that is, Tokyo, Osaka,

Nagoya, and the areas surrounding them. These
large cities began to grow further and form met-
ropolitan areas; and the process of this expansion
attracted the attention of numerous geographers
interested in the location processes of retail stores
which, respectively, reflected the differences in
size and structure of the metropolitan areas.

Since the early 1960s, several studies have been
carried out on the spatial structure of retailing
within the Tokyo metropolitan area. All kinds of
retail activities belonging to all the hierarchical
levels are located in the Tokyo metropolitan area,
the largest urbanized area in Japan. Because of its
complexity, an analysis of its spatial structure is
no easy task. Unlike other metropolises, sub-
central commercial districts such as Shinjuku,
Shibuya, and Ikebukuro saw development with
spatial extensions of suburban areas respectively
constituting their hinterlands (Kawacucui, 1985).
On the other hand, in the Keihanshin metropoli-
tan area, where Osaka, Kyoto and Kobe under-
went a historical development as core cities, the
location pattern of retailing was formed around
these large cities (Tsucawa, 1982; Fuyi, 1983). In
Keihanshin area consumers are able to travel
widely by means of the convenient inter-city mass
transportation system. The third largest metro-
politan area, having Nagoya as its core, has com-
paratively simple structure in which intermediate-
sized cities are located, in the capacity of
commercial centers, at regular intervals around
Nagoya (Havasur, 1974; Tomita, 1977).

Although the structure of each metropolitan
area is unique, it is possible to point out certain
features that are held in common among them.
One such feature is that, for a short period of
time, retail stores were located on a large scale in
suburban areas. Consequently, the relative share
of downtown areas in commercial sales decreased
in direct proportion to the increased location of
commercial facilities in suburban areas. Central
areas, however, have not suffered an advanced
decline as in the case of North American cities,
due to the highly developed public transportation
system available in the central areas. The
advanced decline of retailing, caused as it was
mainly by the outflow of dwellers to the suburbs,
is observable in areas surrounding the metropoli-
tan cores.

Another common feature is that the location of
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retail stores did not keep pace with the increase in
population. While the fact that, at one time, the
supply of goods and services in suburban areas
was insufficient constituted a serious problem,
this situation has gradually improved with the
passage of time. It was mainly large-scale retail
stores, such as ‘supers’ that supplemented the
shortness of supplies, and shopping centers were
constructed one after another to attract consu-
mers who utilized cars to do their shopping.
Some researchers engaged in the study of loca-
tion patterns in retailing in metropolitan areas
consider the application of the central place the-
ory to these areas. While general features of
retailing and locational arrangement predicted by
the theory can actually be discovered at the macro
level, there are certain micro-level phenomena for
which the theory cannot fully account. For
example, there are cases where neither the night-
time nor the daytime population can fully account
for certain location patterns because of spatial
discrepancies on the part of these populations in
metropolitan areas. In addition, when shopping,
consumers tend to behave stochastically in urban-
ized areas having good transportation systems,
and this produces spatial patterns of market areas
that differ from a predicted theoretical pattern
based on the assumptions of some form of deter-
ministric behavior. As to the retail stores them-
selves, their locations are such that they tend to
encourage a foot-loose style of shopping on the
part of the consumers, and it is therefore difficult
to obtain a clear view of the hierarchical struc-
tures in the distribution of commercial centers.

3. The spatial structure of retailing within
cities

In the analysis of metropolitan areas, the city is
usually treated as a point; but the agglomeration
center of retailing may, in fact, be considered an
area. We can classify studies in retailing at the
city level into four types. The first type confines
the studies within a framework consisting of the
central place theory; the second applies factor
analysis to a set of data matrix in order to extract
spatial patterns; the third comprises studies that
lay emphasis on the location pattern and the mor-
phological structure of retailing; and the fourth
analyzed the development of large-scale retail
stores and their impact on the existing commer-

cial structure.

In the first type of study, geographers search
for a hierarchy in the rank-size distribution of
retail agglomeration and try to determine whether
or not a central place system exists within urban-
ized areas. Three, four or five levels are observa-
ble in the hierarchical system of retail activities,
according to studies in Osaka (Masaki, 1976),
Kyoto (Nisummura, 1979), Hiroshima (MoRrikawa,
1981), and Kanazawa (Tsucawa, 1978). While each
study refers to hierarchical classes of retail types
and trading areas of commercial centers, the spa-
tial arrangement of retail agglomerations is not
sufficiently discussed. This is probably because
the clear spatial regularity that the theory leads
the researcher to expect does not in fact exist and,
hence, the analyses are mainly limited to non-
spatial aspects.

The second type of study aims at revealing the
spatial structure of retail activities through the
application of factor analysis, and is influenced by
factorial and ecological studies. Here in these
studies, while groups of retailing types are
extracted as factors, retail agglomerations are
classified into spatial types by their factor scores.
Two main factors corresponding respectively to
higher and lower levels are extracted in the study
of two regional cities, Sapporo and Fukuoka (ITos,
1982). In a study of Sendai, on the basis of com-
parative analyses carried out in 1972 and 1981, it
was concluded that, while retail activities con-
tinued to agglomerate more in central areas, a
dispersed pattern appeared in surrounding areas
(Nepa, 1985). The classification of commercial
centers was also attempted in factorial studies of
this kind and, moreover, the existence of a hierar-
chical central place system was discovered. How-
ever, non-central place types, ribbon develop-
ment commercial areas, and specialized shopping
areas, which were empirically reduced from case
studies conducted in North America, were not
verified. This was not because no such type of
commercial area existed; but there may have been
some discrepancies between areal units of study
and the real distribution of retail agglomerations.

The third type of study emphasizes the horizon-
tal and vertical arrangement of retail activities
within cities. The annual turnover in retailing by
types was chosen as an index of store size and was
used to reveal the temporal fluctuations in the
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commercial structure of Nagoya (Hayasui, 1977).
It was concluded from this particular study that
the suburbanization of retailing proceeded in
accordance with the spatial shift of dwellers to
the suburbs, as a result of which the central area
and its neighboring areas suffered either a rela-
tive or absolute decline in annual turnover (Fig. 7).
Besides population, there are several factors
which affect the commercial structure within cit-
ies. On the side of supply, as will be discussed
later, large-scale retailings, which accelerate the
modernization of retail activities contribute a
great deal to the changes in the above-mentioned
commercial structure. We should also point out
the development of transportation, which plays
an important part in connecting demand with
supply, as another factor. In large cities, where
subways and railways have a more important role
than buses and streetcars in the transportation
system, accessibility with regard to shopping is
strengthened near terminal stations, hence the
agglomeration of retail stores in these areas. On
the other hand, in the suburbs, most of the con-
sumers have recourse to cars when shopping, due
to the less developed state of public transporta-
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tion; hence, commercial areas are formed along
the main streets.

Several studies are available which aim at
revealing the morphological features of commer-
cial areas, the composition of types of retail
stores, and their spatial arrangement (Tomioka,
1973; Harrort and SuciMura, 1974; SuciMura, 1975,
1977, 1978; Ku1, 1975). While most traditional
commercial districts in Japanese cities are formed
along streets, central commercial areas within cit-
ies are spatially extended and formed at the points
of convergence of a number of shopping streets.
Apart from central commercial areas, in medium-
and large-sized cities, as mentioned above, shop-
ping areas have formed around the terminal or
main stations of inter-urban railways. These
developed relatively recently, after the extension
of residential areas which are connected by rail-
ways to central cities, and consist of commercial
facilities patronized mainly by consumers who
utilize the railways. Moreover, terminal station
shopping areas are formed in front and at the back
of the stations in an asymmetrical arrangement
that extends across the railway.

Commercial centers have developed not only
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Figure 7 Changing patterns in retail sales and population in the City of Nagoya (by per milage
share)
Source: Statistics of Nagoya 1968, 1970, 1972, 1974, 1975
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horizontally but also vertically, with the aid of
advanced architectural technology. Apart from
department stores located in central areas before
World War II, underground shopping centers and
high-rise commercial buildings have been con-
structed in recent years in city centers (Topokoro,
1975, 1979, 1986: Sucmura, 1983). Most of the
underground shopping centers in large cities were
built at the time of the construction of the subway
systems, and consist mainly of specialty stores.
The average turnover per unit of selling area of
these stores is very high. Moreover, old commer-
cial districts in and around central areas have
been renewed under urban planning, the latter
also involving the addition of large-scale retail
stores in order to attract an increasing number of
consumers.

We have also mentioned that large-scale retail-
ers play an important role in the modernization of
commercial activities. Large-scale retail stores
have a great deal of influence on other stores,
especially small-scale specialty stores in medium-
and small-sized cities. The competition between
already established retailers and newcomers to
the commercial scene is the subject of debate and
discussion, and several monographs describe the
influence wielded by large-scale retail stores and
their locational impact on other commercial estab-
lishments (ITon, 1978b; Murakami, 1979; Tobokoro,
1981; Etsuki, 1987). The drawing power of large-
scale retail stores is so strong that small-scale
retail stores selling goods selected for their affor-
dable prices sustain a considerable loss of busi-
ness. On the other hand, retail stores offering
high-quality goods and services suffer almost no
damage. There are also cases of stores, which,
due to their being located near large-scale retail
stores, attract a considerable number of shoppers
and increase their sales. Because of this, a move-
ment protesting the establishment of large-scale
retail stores gradually dwindled, especially since
regulation by law moved in to control the estab-
lishment of such stores.

Large-scale retail outlets, established as core
stores in planned shopping centers, supply goods
and services to the outflow population from cen-
tral cities and contribute to the shaping of new
commercial districts. On the other hand, certain
large-scale retailers, attempting to penetrate the
markets of provincial cities, locate their stores a

long way from existing commercial centers; hence
the spatial pattern of consumer behavior becomes
complicated. Subject to the location pattern of
stores available in the provincial cities, consu-
mers commence to go shopping by car, instead of
on foot or by means of public transportation.
Meanwhile, after the mid-1970s, large-scale retail
stores that had developed through buying and sel-
ling goods on a large scale had trouble increasing
their sales turnovers with the slowdown of the
national economic growth subsequent to the oil
crisis. Hence some of the above retail stores com-
menced to reform and reorganize their establish-
ments by diversifying their activities and incorpo-
rating high-quality goods for sale.

4. Changes in consumer behavior and
trade areas

Since it is not appropriate to separate studies
on retail location from studies on trading areas
forming around stores or commercial centers
(Nisuimura, 1977), we will refer to consumer
behavior and trading areas which are considered
to be the place or products created by the suppli-
ers and the consumers (Ishizawa, 1978; HavyasHi,
1979). An important clue to the understanding of
the nature of trading areas is the concept of hier-
archical orders of goods and services. While
ratailers are classified by the range of the goods
and services they supply, consumers also behave
in accordance with their own orders; the range of
goods and services is related to the temporal
intervals of demand on their part (Kousaka, 1970).
Consequently, a kind of interrelation exists
among orders of retailing, the frequency in buying
goods, and the distance traveled in order to shop.
These relationships are reflected in the hierarchi-
cally structured spatial patterns of trade areas.
Regularities of this kind pertaining to trading
areas are generally confirmed in central place
studies carried out in Japan, as well as in other
countries. However, some researchers consider
trading areas not only as fields in which stores
supply goods and services, but also as fields in
which consumers make decisions as to which
kind of transportation, stores and goods they are
going to choose.

This trend of thought is mainly caused by the
criticism of the hypothesis that consumers buy at
the stores nearest to their homes; hence it
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becomes necessary to take note of the fact that
consumers do not necessarily conform to the
nearest center hypothesis (Kousaka, 1976; Ugno,
1977; Tomita 1978; Aral, 1979). One explanation
of this fact lies in the popularity of cars for shop-
ping purposes; consumers choose one-stop shop-
ping, utilizing cars by which they can transport
the goods they buy to their homes. Behavior such
as this constitutes an obstacle to the formation of
hierarchical trade areas. In addition, the stochas-
tic choice of stores in urbanized areas, where the
locational density of stores is very high, further
serves to complicate the arrangement of trading
areas. Commercial facilities for one-stop shop-
ping are mainly comprised of large-scale retail
stores, which, in spite of the distance, comsumers
patronize because of the variety of goods and ser-
vices they are able to find there, To sum up, the
development of retailing and the changes in con-
sumer behavior are operative factors in the con-
struction of non-hierarchical trading areas.

Changes in consumer attributes do not consist
only of behavioral changes induced by motoriza-
tion. The extension of spatial discrepancies
between work-place and residence, the increase of
population migration, and the changes in con-
sciousness caused by rises in income are other
factors that must be taken into consideration.
Owing to these changes, the behavior of con-
sumers becomes ever more variegated and diffi-
cult to analyze. Should we wish to understand the
reasons underlying the behavior of consumers, it
becomes necessary to investigate the psychologi-
cal aspects and the spatial perception of con-
sumers (Ikuta, 1979; WakasayasHi, 1982); apropos of
this, it would be preferable to employ stochastic
rather than deterministic models in order to
explain the manner in which trading areas are
formed (Fuyime, 1981). Studies of trading areas
have recently come to be carried out within the
framework of human behavior, as well as that of
retail activities.

VI. Concluding Remarks

In this paper, we have discussed spatial pat-
terns of the distribution system in Japan and some
recent changes. The distribution system in this
country has undergone a gradual change over the
past years in conformity with the high economic

development of the past two decades. This eco-
nomic development has played an important role
in transforming the nationwide transportation
system and has given rise to regional differences
in production methods and styles of living on a
national scales; this, in its turn, has led to
changes in the urban system. Economic activities
have been developed over a wider area than ever
before. People who migrated from the countryside
to the metropolitan areas have contributed to the
forming of new markets and suburban areas are
not only places for the relocation of urban func-
tions, but are also residential areas that are still
in the process of development. With the increase
in incomes resulting from the high level of eco-
nomic development, people are now able to enjoy
an amply supply of a variety of consumer goods
manufactured on a large scale. The advance of
technical innovation, moreover, vastly contrib-
utes to the promoting of productivity and effi-
ciency at each stage of production, distribution,
and consumption.

With these rapid changes in the socio-economic
environment, the enlargement, organization, and
diversification of distribution activities is taking
place at an equally rapid pace. It could be pointed
out that the rise in economic rank for Tokyo in
wholesaling and the rise in the four regional cities
has served to increase their influence in provin-
cial areas. These changes have been caused, in
the main, by the establishment of nationwide
markets and the horizontal and vertical organiza-
tion of large-scale wholesalers whose head offices
are located chiefly in Tokyo. The nationwide re-
location of manufacturing and the expansion of
the transportation network, including bullet
trains, highways, and airlines, have provided the
infrastructure for these developments. The
changes in the wholesale system as an importamt
element of the urban system have reinforced the
hierarchy of the urban system.

In the field of retail systems, large-scale retail
stores represented by supers appeared as innova-
tive establishments, and came to occupy an
important role in retail activities. They are
responsible for having developed the organization
location of stores on local, regional, and national
scales, and exert a strong influence on existing
small-scale retail stores. The outer parts of met-
ropolitan areas have evinced a rapid increase in
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population and new kinds of retail stores, such as
large-scale retail stores, are now located in those
areas. Retail stores adopting the self-service sys-
tem have expanded throughout the country. It
should be added that the diffusion of the automo-
bile in shopping has accelerated the construction
of planned shopping centers for the purpose of
one-stop shopping and the formation of transporta-
tion-oriented commercial areas.

With the appearance of new kinds of retailers,
the regional structure of retail activities has
undergone changes on an inter-urban and intra-
urban scale. While commercial centers corres-
ponding to the concept of the central place system
still remain contained within urbanized areas,
new types of commercial areas have come into
being. The relative share of turnovers in down
town shopping areas, where department stores
and specialty stores are located, have decreased.
Suburban areas, on the other hand, increased
their shares in sales with the growth of new
shopping centers. Another type of commercial
district made its appearance in front of or at the
back of terminal stations in cities having public
transportation systems. Consumers buy more
goods and travel further than ever before to buy
them, due to the increase in their incomes and the
increased use on their part of automobiles.
Therefore, it has become more and more difficult
to analyze their behavior by the use of determinis-
tic models.

As mentioned above, during the last two or
three decades the distribution system in Japan
has taken on quite a different form, where its spa-
tial characteristics are concerned. It may be said
that such changes are basically the same as those
that took place in Western countries which expe-
rienced rapid economic development earlier than
Japan. Certain aspects, however, differ in the
case of Japan with regard to the development of
the distribution system, owing to the social cultu-
ral, political, and geographical differences in
background. It has been said that distribution
activities in this country tend to maintain tradi-
tional methods and customs more than in other
economic sectors. As it is, however, distribution
activities are beginning to take on different forms
with the changes in social systems and the rapid
advancement in technical innovation. It is a mat-
ter of note that the changes in the distribution

system during the period of rapid economic devel-

opment basically define the present spatial struc-
ture of the activities involved, in Japan.
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