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Leading American and Japanese venture capitalists, entrepreneurs, academic experts, government 
officials and leaders in business and related fields joined this symposium, organized by SPRIE’s 
Stanford Project on Japanese Entrepreneurship and the US-Asia Technology Management Center in 
cooperation with the U.S. Department of State, Japan's Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry and 
the Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO).  The symposium constituted the largest U.S.-Japan 
event at Stanford in many years.   
 
Reasons for Expanding U.S.-Japan Cooperation 
 
Representatives from both governments opened the event by underscoring the economic and strategic 
reasons for closer U.S.-Japan cooperation in promoting innovation and entrepreneurship.  U.S. 
Ambassador to Japan John V. Roos emphasized how an economically vibrant Japan is critical to the 
security of the United States, and how it creates opportunities for U.S. trade, investment and job 
creation. Moreover, innovation and collaboration are vital to addressing critical global issues such as 
climate change.   Under Secretary of State Robert D. Hormats noted how innovation and 
entrepreneurship, often involving young firms bringing new technology to market, are fundamental 
to ensuring sustainable growth and inclusive prosperity, both at home and across the globe.  For 
Japan, Teruhiko Mashiko, Ranking Member of the Diet’s Committee on Economy and Industry and 
former Senior Vice Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry, highlighted the potential for greater 
employment, development of green technology, and the circulation of human and other resources 
through innovation and entrepreneurship.  
 
"Venture Companies and Economic Growth through Entrepreneurship"   
 
The morning program consisted of a round table discussion moderated by Former Ambassador to 
Japan Michael H. Armacost, during which over 40 participants: 
 

 Focused a spotlight on the significance of entrepreneurship and venture companies for job 
growth; 

 Explored mechanisms to encourage the emergence of high-growth firms and attract venture 
capital; and 

 Examined the requirements for successful partnership and areas of potential opportunity. 
 
Significance of venture companies and entrepreneurship:  Discussion opened with analysis of 
how investment of venture capital in fast-growing "gazelles" has made an outsized contribution to the 
growth of the U.S. economy in recent decades and has led to the development of entirely new sectors.  
Several speakers highlighted how the primary driving force behind such ventures is the entrepreneurs 
themselves.  Research indicates that entrepreneurs who start such ventures are future-focused and 
experiment with business strategies rather than plan them.  Moreover, in Silicon Valley, it has been 
immigrants who have founded a significant proportion of such startups.  Some speakers, however, 
raised concerns about whether Silicon Valley has lost its edge as a result of a decline in basic 
research and growing emphasis on short-term returns.  Others also suggested that the U.S. regulatory 
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environment could be made more attractive for venture capital investment. Still others noted how net 
job creation by venture firms usually occurs in sectors of the economy that are experiencing 
significant job destruction. 
 
Reflecting on differences between the U.S. and Japanese contexts, several Japanese venture 
capitalists pointed to how Silicon Valley’s acceptance of failure contrasted with a less forgiving 
attitude in Japan, resulting in less appetite for risk-taking and also the benefits of learning quickly 
from failure.  Another distinction concerns financing of new ventures.  Whereas U.S. venture capital 
firms have tended to draw personnel from non-financial backgrounds and actively seek out like-
minded entrepreneurs, many of Japanese venture capital firms are affiliated with financial institutions 
or large corporations.  Speakers suggested this situation inhibits investments in early-stage Japanese 
companies.  In contrast, speakers from U.S. venture capital firms emphasized how they look to invest 
in small, early-stage companies led by passionate entrepreneurs.  The consequence for Japan's 
economy, several speakers noted, has been a growth rate below its potential.  
 
Mechanisms to encourage the emergence of high-growth firms: Several speakers pointed to ways 
government and the private sector can foster the creation of entrepreneurial ventures with a global 
outlook.  Professor William Miller, co-Director of the Stanford Program on Regions of Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship, focused attention on the need to support the full entrepreneurial habitat—
including an active angel investor and venture community, entrepreneurial education, passionate 
entrepreneurs, and business services (legal, consulting, financial) that understand the needs of start-
up companies.  Additionally, several speakers suggested that mid-career hiring by large Japanese 
firms and greater willingness on their part to grow by acquisition would increase labor mobility and 
expand opportunities for entrepreneurial ventures.  They expressed concern that, at present, a public 
offering of shares is practically the only option for startup firms to exit the venture stage in Japan. 
Others highlighted how greater English language proficiency and changes in immigration law could 
expand the linkages between Japan and the global community of entrepreneurs and venture 
capitalists.  
 
Elements of a successful partnership and areas of opportunity:  Reflecting on the situation in 
both countries, symposium participants emphasized the opportunities at hand to leverage the 
respective strengths of the United States and Japan to the benefit of both economies.  Several 
Japanese speakers highlighted Japan's rich technological seeds in environment- and energy-related 
fields, information technology and robotics, among others.  Participants from both sides discussed 
ways of educating would-be entrepreneurs as part of a broader effort to build an ecosystem that is 
more conducive for entrepreneurship.  On February 23, the U.S. National Venture Capital 
Association announced how it aims to expand cooperation with the Japan Venture Capital 
Association, both of which were represented at the symposium.  
 
U.S. speakers with experience launching successful technology firms emphasized that their starting 
point was to look for potential markets rather than start with a new technology. In view of the world's 
many problems they saw real opportunity in the comparatively low level of venture capital 
investment in Japan today.  Technology licensing from universities and research institutions, 
potentially at very low cost to the entrepreneur, was identified as a way to facilitate the 
commercialization of new technology.  Other speakers cautioned against government regulations that 
isolate an economy from global trends, thereby creating a "Galapagos" effect where a firm's success 
in the home market does not put it on track to global success.   
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The overall tone of discussion was hopeful, focusing on the fact that greater cooperation will unlock 
unrealized potential.  As one speaker concluded, successful startup firms result from a combination 
of good teams and good timing: like surfing, it takes both a great surfer and a great wave to make 
something great. 
 
Keynote Address:  A Silicon Valley Perspective on Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
 
Larry Sonsini, Chairman of Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati, reflected on the waves of innovation 
Silicon Valley has generated, both in terms of new technologies coming to market as well as the 
maturing of technology already out.  Defining Silicon Valley as a culture rather than a place, he 
outlined the ingredients in the recipe for its success: an entrepreneurial culture, with such features as 
mobility of talent, diversity, and acceptance of failure as a type of learning; ready access to capital; 
sources of technology and technologists, particularly from universities and large forward-looking 
corporations; government support; developed laws and accounting systems; availability of exit 
options for ventures; and an infrastructure of lawyers, accountants, bankers, and consultants. He also 
offered his thoughts on key trends that will influence the position and direction of emerging 
technology companies, including: globalization, regulatory changes, development of capital markets, 
education and the rule of law.  
 
Collaborative Opportunities in Pioneering the Smart Grid 
 
The afternoon panel discussion on smart grids, moderated by Dr. Richard Dasher, featured 
representatives of Toshiba, Panasonic, Toyota Motor Corporation, GE Energy, IBM and Cisco 
Systems, who described their firms' respective efforts and achievements relating to smart grid 
technology.  Dr. Daniel Okimoto, Stanford University Professor Emeritus, placed this discussion in a 
system-wide perspective, noting how the cost of infrastructure upgrades globally by the year 2030 is 
expected to reach $3.7 trillion, a process in which the United States and Japan should play a major 
role.  Joint progress in building the smart grid sector could be accomplished through expanding 
operations by large firms and collaboration among them to expand into third-country markets.   
 
Discussion focused on the opportunities and challenges for start-up companies in the smart grid 
sector. Panelists agreed there is a role for start-ups in because large corporations alone could not 
satisfy the needs of the smart grid industry, which one panelist likened to the Internet circa the mid- 
1990s:  the infrastructure is in place, but many applications have yet to be established.  Opportunities 
for startups to partner with larger firms mentioned included: innovation in self-healing mechanisms; 
optimization methods; battery energy efficiency; data analysis methods; cost-cutting; grid 
communications software; and materials and processes.  To realize such cooperation, Japanese 
companies will need to follow closely developments and trends in the Silicon Valley start-up 
community and strengthen their international experience generally.  Panelists also discussed the 
importance of dealing with power utilities, information technology challenges, the need to extend the 
life of the legacy infrastructure in the United States and the issue of a uniform electricity standard.   
 
As the closing remarks of the whole day Symposium, SPRIE Researcher, and the leader of the 
Stanford Project on Japanese Entrepreneurship, Robert N. Eberhart summarized the three potential 
roles for government to play in promoting innovation and entrepreneurship:  to establish rules to 
ensure fair dealing and access to the market; to rewrite (i.e., reform) the rules of a market thereby 
ensuring firms will address it in new ways; and to stimulate demand for advanced technology by 
purchasing it for its own reasons, thereby creating new opportunities for entrepreneurial technology 
ventures.  


