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Facilitating Sustainable Consumption: Insights from Japan’s
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Abstract: This chapter examines how Japan’s sharing economy addresses the gap between
consumers’ environmental awareness and their actual behaviour. While cultural values such as
mottainai reflect strong concern for waste reduction, Japanese consumers remain cautious about
adopting sharing services. The companies analysed here are strongly committed to environmental
goals, yet they deliberately avoid imposing ecological messaging. Instead, they highlight
affordability, convenience, and enjoyment as primary benefits, while presenting sustainability as a
clear but secondary value. Case studies of Kuradashi, airCloset, and i-kasa illustrate how these
platforms engage both highly eco-conscious consumers and those with limited interest in
sustainability. By framing environmental benefits as indirect yet visible advantages and leveraging
strategic partnerships, the platforms advance Circular Economy goals while gradually shaping
consumer attitudes. This model shows how aligning business strategies with diverse consumer needs

can effectively bridge the awareness—action gap and foster more sustainable consumption practices.

Keywords: Sharing Economy; Sustainable Consumption; Awareness—Action Gap; Circular

Economy; Consumer Behaviour; Japan



This paper explores the distinctive characteristics of Japan’s sharing economy, focusing on how
cultural values, business strategies, and consumer attitudes intersect with sustainability goals.
Unlike the narrow peer-to-peer model emphasized in international discussions, Japan’s
understanding of the sharing economy is broader, encompassing practices that promote resource
circulation and waste reduction. Rooted in the cultural ethos of mottainai—the aversion to
waste—this interpretation extends “sharing” to include business models such as surplus food

redistribution and product rental.

Despite widespread environmental awareness in Japan, a persistent awareness—action gap
remains. Surveys reveal that while most Japanese acknowledge climate change and the need for
sustainable consumption, few have altered their behavior. Consumers prioritize convenience,
cost, and reliability, and practices such as renting or buying second-hand are not yet
mainstream. Younger generations, however, show growing openness to sharing-based lifestyles,

suggesting potential for gradual change.

In contrast, Japanese businesses have become increasingly proactive. The proportion of
companies engaging with the SDGs has more than doubled since 2020, and many entrepreneurs
cite solving social issues as a core motivation. Within this context, firms in the sharing economy
sector pursue sustainability indirectly, framing their services around practical and emotional
value rather than environmental virtue. This approach not only appeals to a wider audience but

also embeds sustainability into everyday consumption habits.

Three representative cases illustrate this dynamic. Kuradashi operates an online marketplace
that resells surplus food at discounted prices. By purchasing products near expiration or with
damaged packaging, it reduces food waste while offering affordable goods and donating part of
its proceeds to social causes. The company’s success depends heavily on partnerships with

nearly 2,000 suppliers, amplifying its environmental and social impact.

airCloset offers a clothing subscription service that allows users to rent curated outfits,
emphasizing “time value”—the convenience and enjoyment of discovering new styles without
ownership responsibilities. While sustainability is subtly communicated, the service’s main
appeal lies in efficiency and personalization. Through collaborations with fashion retailers and
expansion into furniture and appliance rentals, airCloset contributes to resource circulation

within the broader circular economy.



i-kasa provides a unique umbrella-sharing service accessible through smartphone QR codes at
numerous city locations. By enabling users to borrow and return umbrellas anywhere, it reduces
reliance on disposable alternatives. The company balances sustainability messaging with a focus
on design, affordability, and ease of use. Partnerships with railways, shopping centers, and

universities have been crucial to scaling the service and normalizing shared consumption.

Across these cases, several commonalities emerge. Each company embeds sustainability within
user-centered value propositions—affordability, convenience, enjoyment, and trust—rather than
moral appeals. All three rely on partnerships to expand networks and maximize social impact.
Collectively, they demonstrate how “quiet sustainability,” where ecological benefits are

integrated but not foregrounded, can effectively narrow the gap between awareness and action.

Japan’s sharing economy thus offers an alternative model of sustainable consumption—one
grounded in cultural values and pragmatic innovation. Rather than demanding behavioral
change upfront, it encourages participation through everyday convenience, gradually cultivating
environmental awareness. Future research should explore how such indirect pathways to
sustainability can be applied beyond Japan, particularly in societies where similar tensions

between awareness and practice persist.
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