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Social Networking Services (SNS) have been recently gaining in popularity in Japan. The most popular SNS in Japan, 
called “mixi”, attracts more than ten million people. Since late 2006, a variety of SNS sites have been launched all over 
Japan and the total number has exceeded more than 3,000. At the same time, many local governments and local 
communities have started introducing SNS for community building and governance since SNS is expected to promote 
social networking and to mobilize social capital and social interactions among community members. However, questions 
about whether local SNS actually meets community needs and whether SNS functions as a better mechanism for 
Government-to-Citizen and Citizen-to-Citizen interactions still remain. This paper will analyze data collected by a 
qualitative research project conducted with local area SNS administrators and its users about the effectiveness of SNS on 
community building and will suggest possibilities for integrated community information portals. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although community portal sites, community mailing lists, or community bulletin board services have been used 
for community building purposes in Japan, these services have been attracting only hundreds of residents for each 
local community. Even the “e-community Fujisawa”, which is known as the most successful municipal BBS in 
Japan run by the city of Fujisawa (population of 400,000), has attracted nearly 3000 people, only 0.74 percent of its 
population, and has had 305 accesses per day (The Fifth Steering Committee on the Municipal BBS by the city of 
Fujisawa 2007). Soon after the success of Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS by the city of Yatsushiro (population of 140,000), 
which attracts more than 3000 people, a Social Networking Service (SNS) has got a lot of attention especially from 
local governments and local communities. 

A Social Networking Service (SNS) is defined as a service that “allow(s) individuals to present themselves, 
articulate their social networks, and establish or maintain connections with others” (Ellison et al. 2007) or “a site that 
allows users to create individual profiles in hopes of making contact with other site users that share similar interests 
or goals” (Hupfer et al. 2007: 9) in the United States. These definitions are shared by Japanese as well. However, a 
component of functions provided by a SNS in Japan is slightly different from SNS overseas such as Friendster, 
MySpace, or Cyworld. 

Today, there are more than three thousand local and small-scale SNSs all over Japan provided by local 
governments, commercial sector, civic sector, or individuals. Since SNSs are very new, community members expect 
the local area SNS will work for community building. 

In this paper, a boom of SNS in Japan is described first and features of a local area SNS, which is mainly 
promoted by the government, is discussed next. Then a case of Marugoto Kochi SNS is described and analyzed with 
the data attained by the qualitative research project. 

SNS BOOM IN JAPAN 

Only in the last two years, suddenly SNS has become very popular Internet service in Japan. First, a brief history 
of SNS is looked back and special features of Japanese SNS are described. Then the impact of SNS to Japanese 
society is discussed to give readers an overview of SNS situation in Japan. 
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Brief History of SNS in Japan 

In early 2004 two major SNS in Japan, GREE and mixi, had started their services. In the end of 2004, mixi 
became leading service and the number of its user exceeded more than two hundred thousand (Nerai and RIIM 
2006: 14-20). In May of 2007, the number of mixi users reached more than ten million (mixi, Inc. 2007) and SNS 
became one of the popular Internet services in Japan.  

In the statistics of the end of 2006 reported by a market research company called Video Research Ltd., there were 
more than eleven million SNS users in Japan at that time (Video Research Ltd. 2007). The average time of stay at 
SNS site was approximately 2 hours and 30 minutes in a month. 46 percent of users aged from 20 to 34 years old 
and 14 percent were teenagers. SNS became very popular service in Japan mainly with young adults. 

SNS features in Japan 

Since mixi became a leader in Japanese SNS market, the way mixi serves became the standard in Japan. Nerai 
and RIIM (2006) mention special features of mixi such as (1) non-anonymity, (2) invitation-only membership, (3) 
selecting ranges of personal information disclosure, (4) reviews and recommendations of books, music, and movies 
by users. There are other writings discussed on SNS features but they listed almost the same features as above 
(Himanainu, Inc. eds. 2005, Tanaka and Harada 2005, Terasaki and K’s production 2005, Harada 2006, Harada 2007, 
Yamasaki 2007). Based of these discussion and comparison to SNS overseas, the author argues special features of 
Japanese SNS as follows: (1) real-name registration, (2) invitation-only membership, (3) tracking access log, (4) less 
customizable web design.  

Friendster, which was considered the top SNS until around April 2004, introduced real name sign up and this had 
a great influence to Japanese SNSs. Today the real-name registration becomes standard because an elimination of 
anonymity is believed to make SNS healthy place. The other special feature is an invitation-only membership. In 
2003 Orkut, a SNS which was launched by Google, started its service with invitation-only. Soon after Orkut started, 
tens of thousand of Japanese Internet users joined it. Orkut experience set up a standard of invitation-only 
registration in Japanese SNSs. 

Introduction of real-name registration and invitation-only membership made Japanese SNS safer and reliable 
online community compared to other anonymous BBS or forums. Also the system allowed users to select ranges of 
disclosing their personal information and it made users feel safer. This “sense of safety” might work well to attract 
Internet users especially young adult women. 

If a user registers with an SNS, the service offers a user his/her own “Profile” page to show his/her profile and 
blogs, reviews, and a list of “MyFriends”. Usually SNS users write blogs and give comments on friends’ blogs. Then 
friends write comment backs. The exchange of comments is the basic activity in SNS. By doing so, users extend 
their communication networks from friends already known to friends of friends, or even to strangers who have 
something in common.  

Even if friends did not write comment on one’s blog, the user can know who have visited one’s page because of 
access log called “ashiato” (meaning footprints). Access log function is standard in SNSs in Japan. Users can have 
salient interaction without exchanging a word. Still this access log tells users that someone always cares for “you”. 

Comparing to SNS overseas like MySpace in U.S.A. or Cyworld in Korea, the most of SNSs in Japan are less 
customizable. If a user joins MySpace, he/she can customize his/her “Profile” page fully to express one’s character. 
A mixi user writes a blog and its design is almost the same to all users. It seems that Japanese users have found more 
fun to have communication with others than self-expression. Also, to make user interface simple, it is more 
appropriate to cell phone users with a small display. 

These features of SNS have impacted in many ways on Japanese society.  

Impact of mixi and SNS 

As mixi attracts millions of people, Japanese people have realized that even in the cyberspace that was tended to 
be believed as the world of high anonymity, a reliable and “real” relationship with others could be formed and 
maintained with social networking services. With a certain amount of sense of safety and reliability, and social 
interaction by the exchange of comments, many mixi users have formed intimate relationships with friends, with 
friends of friends, or even with strangers who have something in common. 

The exchange of comments, or mutuality between users, works as positive stroke that give people pleasure. 
Feelings of intimacy will be raised through this exchange of positive strokes even by conversations with electronic 
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letters (Yamasaki 2007). In the three-level approach of attraction by Levinger and Snoek (1972), there are three level 
modes of relationship formation: awareness, surface contact, and mutuality. At all level modes, real world proximity 
is a crucial factor because nearness will be a key factor to get people known each other. Instead of proximity, 
Wallace (1999) argues an intersection frequency is crucial for forming friendship relations in the Internet. These 
theories of psychology support the result that mixi forms a place for safer and more reliable social networks which 
even spills over to the real world. The function of SNS to form “real” relationships via cyberspace has attracted 
attention from the field of community building. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND SNS 

After the success of Gorotto-Yacchiro by the city of Yatsushiro, a SNS was seen as an effective tool for 
community building. In this section, how Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS had attained its success is described first. Secondly 
the government views of how local SNS can be useful are discussed. Then special features of local SNS are probed. 

Success of Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS 

The city of Yatsushiro is located in Kumamoto Prefecture, in the west of the southern island called Kyushu, 
about 1300km far from the capital city Tokyo. The city has approximately 140,000 residents and 50,000 households 
(Yatsushiro city 2007). There were two purposes for the development of a municipal web site by the city of 
Yatsushiro. The one was to develop a platform for provision of municipal information. The other was to develop a 
communication base to support social activities in the “real” world (Kobayashi 2006). To achieve these, the city 
noticed the importance of raising page-views of the city’s web.  

In 2002, since the number of page-views was few, an administrator decided to refurbish the city’s web site to be 
more user-friendly and multi-functional. Still the site could not attract citizens as the city expected in 2004, a second 
version was decided. The administrator of Gorotto-Yacchiro knew the mixi service at that time and found its 
usability to activate people to interact via Internet. Then the administrator added a SNS function to the city’s portal 
site in 2005 and this was the start of Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS (Tsukuda 2005, DITP 2006). 

Today, with open registrations, Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS has attracted more than 3000 registered members and 
more than 80 percent of members are local residents (Shoji et al. 2007: 182). Gorotto-Yacchiro still seems 
prosperous and users actively post their own blog articles and comments to the others. 

Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS has got praise as a successful practice by the national government and others. 
Nevertheless, criteria for its success were not obvious but it seemed to be evaluated according to the following three 
points: 
·  an increase in numbers of members and accesses per day 
·  a raise of interest to citizen participation 
·  mobilization of users to collective actions 

Even though a participation rate of Gorotto-Yacchiro is just 2 percent, the introduction of SNS has increased the 
number of registered users (from 600 to 3000), the number of active users who constantly log in within three days 
(from 40 to 300), and the number of accesses per day (from 1000 to 8000). The service became “push media” by 
displaying municipal announcements on everyone’s profile page and this has been promoting residents’ interest to 
citizen participation. Networking with local people brought about voluntary collective actions in the real world such 
as a forming of study groups for community building, setting up a “Christmas lights out power saving (using candles 
instead)” event, and holding kids’ festivals in the arcade. With these developments, Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS has been 
known as a pioneer of local governmental SNS. 

SNS and local governments 

In December 2005, an experimental project on local governmental SNSs funded by the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Communications (MIC) was conducted in two areas: Chiyoda word of Tokyo Metropolis and the city of 
Nagaoka at Niigata Prefecture. This project was begun with a success of Gorotto-Yacchiro SNS. The purpose of the 
government funding project was to examine the usability and possibility of SNS for citizen participation and 
community building as well as an emergency information system at the time of natural disasters (MIC 2005). 

Even though the duration of the project was just 62days, a total of more than 1200 monitors were participated in 
two practices, “Choppy” for Chiyoda word and “Okoko-Nagoka” for the city of Nagaoka. In both SNSs, a total 
number of 189 forums were formed. Two local SNS practices were evaluated positively to fulfill the initial purposes 
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at a certain levels (MIC 2006). Since the usefulness of SNS was evaluated, MIC has continued supporting local 
governmental SNSs by introducing new program. In 2006 eleven cities joined the program and launched their SNSs. 
This program continues still in 2007.  

Features of a local area SNS 

According to Shoji et al. (2007), a local area SNS is expected to function as (1) an activator of off-line activities 
among community members, (2) a bridge for existing social networks in a local community, and (3) a new 
community media (Shoji et al. 2007: 119-125).  

Since most users are local residents, there is high reliability toward members in a local SNS and it will bring safe 
conversation among SNS members. A reliable conversation among members can enhance motivation to form 
gathering, or even collective action. In reality, a lot of off line gatherings at many local area SNSs in Japan can be 
observed. 

SNS can be based upon local existing social networks. By visualizing social networks, a SNS can support to 
recognize one’s each social networks and this will help to bridge local social networks for community building. 

A local area SNS can function as a base for collective knowledge repository because users posting wide variety 
of local information, their experiences and ideas. Even local government provides their municipal information. With 
collaboration with local mass media, a local area SNS has an opportunity to be a local information hub and to be a 
new community media. By being a new community media, SNS can support creating and sharing of local images as 
well. 

With the evaluation from the government funding local SNS project and the study by Shoji et al., the author 
argues that the basic and unique features of local area SNS can be as follows: (1) an open communication space for 
“real” local community, (2) a database of local social networks that supports to motivate people for collective action 
to improve the environment of local community, (3) a repository of collective local information and knowledge. 
With consideration of these three aspects for analysis, the case of Marugoto Kochi SNS in Kochi Prefecture is 
examined in following section.  

CASE STUDY: MARUGOTO KOCHI SNS 

In June 2007, the author conducted qualitative research on Marugoto Kochi SNS including a series of interviews 
of an administrator and several active members. As a sampling strategy, firstly active users were selected based on 
login frequency and the number of postings. Then from these active users, interviewees were selected based on 
gender, age, family constitution, and date of registration.  

To sample interviewees, the author tries to select a variety of genders and age groups as well as in different 
stages of life and family constitution. Finally following four Interviewees were selected.  

·  Interviewee A - a male, early 40s, single and living alone, and joined the service in January 2007. 
·  Interviewee B - a male, late 40s, married and living with his wife and has three grown up children who live 

outside of Kochi, joined in April 2007. 
·  Interviewee C - a female, early 30s, single and living alone, and joined in November 2006. 
·  Interviewee D - a female, late 30s, married and living with her husband and her school age child, and joined 

in April 2007. 
They all have common attributes such as being very active members, logging in to the service almost everyday, 

joining offline meetings, and not knowing each other before the registration. However they are in different stages of 
their lives and their life styles vary. With regard to confidentiality, at no time was the real identities of the 
Interviewees made known to any party, and any pseudonyms were ever used. 

Based on the result of the research, the case of Marugoto Kochi SNS is discussed below.  

An outline of Marugoto Kochi SNS 

Marugoto Kochi SNS was started in November 2006 by the administrator who used to work as a system engineer. 
The aim of the service is to improve community environment by empowering locals with social networking. The 
administrator believes that bridging locals, especially people who are hardly known each other in the “real” world, in 
the cyberspace may develop collective action to improve their local community.  
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The system is run on a commercial hosting service with an application named OpenPNE, open source software 
for SNS developed by Japanese software company called Tejimaya. Since the service started, the administrator has 
paid all the cost.  

Marugoto Kochi SNS had attracted only 18 people in its first month of service. By June 2007, the number of 
registered member exceeded 260. 74 percent of members are from Kochi and 65 percent of members live in Kochi. 
64 percent of registered members have at least one access of the service in a month. There are more than 600 visits 
and 275,000 page-views per month. 83 percent of accesses was done with PC and remaining 17 percent of accesses 
was done via mobile phones. There are 39 varieties of forums. The most popular one is about cuisine in the Kochi 
area and the second popular one is a committee for offline gatherings. It can be estimated that about ten percent of 
registered members are very active in writing blogs and commenting and their age groups are 30s and 40s. 

From the beginning of May 2007, the number of new members suddenly increased and the SNS has enjoyed its 
prosperous situation. Almost at the same time, a plan for offline gathering was posted and very active discussion was 
pursued. Several active members have obtained more than 100 accesses in a day and some members had access to 
the service intermittently all day long via mobile phones. Since the first offline gathering was cancelled prior to this 
second gathering, a second offline gathering of Marugoto Kochi SNS was held on 26th of May 2007 and fifteen 
members were participated.  

 

FIGURE 1.  A “Profile” page of the author in Marugoto Kochi SNS 
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Subjective perception by users 

The author conducted a series of interviews. With the result from the qualitative research, how the main members 
perceived Marugoto Kochi SNS is described below. 

By having short conversation with strangers, a member can see if a stranger could be reliable or not. Interviewee 
D mentioned, “I can tell if he or she may be good or harmful by having short conversation at first.” To examine the 
reliability, the active members comment on new members’ blogs as much as possible, was mentioned by 
Interviewee A. This initial check might lead to make the SNS reliable and a safe place as a result. 

In the Marugoto Kochi SNS, people of diverse attributes and demographic features construct horizontal networks 
of relationships. All the members who took the interviews mentioned fascinating experiences to meet someone who 
they may not have had the opportunity to meet in the real world and creating relations of a more horizontal structure. 
If there is no such place like the Marugoto Kochi SNS, a housewife could never meet a mechanic at a race car, an 
insurance salesperson could never meet would-be novelist, a dental hygienist could never meet a junior high student 
even if they live in the same Kochi Prefecture. 

Since the experience in the SNS has been comfortable and fun, active members tend to think themselves as hosts 
or hostesses of the place and try to make the SNS more comfortable. Interviewee A made Q&A for beginners 
voluntarily. Interviewee B always comments on new members’ blogs and his friends’ in a daytime, Interviewee A 
takes B’s role at night.  

Interviewee B is a good cook at home and he uploads photos of his dishes almost everyday. His blog becomes a 
gallery of his foods. In this way, the SNS is a place for self-expression. Interviewee C also enjoys self-expression in 
a different way. She made up an online persona as a seductive and attractive woman. She fascinates other members 
with her charms and she becomes a kind of idol in the SNS. She really enjoys impression management with her 
online persona in the SNS. She accesses the SNS with her mobile phone. Marugoto Kochi SNS is her first 
experience with a social networking service. Even though she still keeps her online images even after the offline 
meeting, she is starting to adjust her images slightly closer to her real identity. 

The administrator of the SNS has a dream of gathering one thousand members at Kochi central park someday. 
Although this is just a dream, some members gradually think of doing something that could improve their local 
community. Mainly with active members, Marugoto Kochi SNS has started to cultivate its original culture of trust, 
reciprocity, and attachment feelings to the local community and local places.  

ANALYSIS 

The author hypothesized above that there are three basic and unique features of local area SNS. The first one is 
that local SNS can be an open communication space for “real” local community. Secondly its database functions 
help people for collective action to improve the environment of local community. The last is that SNS can be a 
repository of collective local information and knowledge. In this section, these hypothetic features are examined.  

An online social club 

Marugoto Kochi SNS functions as an open communication space for anyone who is interested in Kochi. This site 
is like an online social club for locals and people who love Kochi. Since the SNS succeeded in creating a culture of 
trust and reciprocity, members enjoy interacting both in a virtual world and in the real world. Having offline 
gatherings potentially gives positive empathy among members and they have been acting more intimately since then.  

Interviewee B compares the SNS to a masquerade. People enjoy talking with a mask on, hiding their personal 
attributes. Interviewee D mentioned that relationships in the SNS were like relations among very intimate 
acquaintances but not of friends. Of course, there can be a chance to develop friendship relations with other 
members in the SNS. Still members don’t care if the party is in virtual or real, because their relationship is perceived 
as “real”.  

Database of local social networks 

Succeeding mixi’s feature, Marugoto Kochi SNS has a list of “MyFriends” function. A member can register 
other members to a list of “MyFriends” at its “Profile” page and this visualizes a network of member’s friends, a 
first degree social network of a member. Some members recruit their real world friends into the SNS. Other 
members can know who is whose friend by looking at an introduction on the member’s “Profile” page. Also by 



Communities and Action: Prato CIRN Conference 2007 
 

 7 

reading other members’ blogs and their comments, a member can see who has had conversations with whom. 
Basically conversations in the SNS are recorded and saved in the SNS database. Members can easily search postings 
that they want to read again.  

Inside the service, people can see who is close to whom and whom they can talk to if they want to link with 
someone. Especially after the second offline gathering, some members started to go out in a small group. This start 
of meetings in the real world might be good proof of function that local SNS can support creation of “real” 
relationships. To enhance real-world meetings, main members started to set up monthly regular offline gatherings. 

Repository of local information 

On members’ blogs, there are many articles on restaurants and foods in Kochi. Many of these articles are posted 
with photos. Even though Marugoto Kochi SNS has no map function, it doesn’t matter to members because they can 
search places with Google Map or other Internet map services. A forum called “Good foods in Kochi” has attracted 
the most members and it has become a main repository for restaurants, cafés, bars, and so on in Kochi area. 

Other than food information, members have posted articles on places for fun such as hot springs and places for 
firefly watching. A hot spring is a major tourist attraction for Japanese people in general. Kochi has several hot 
springs and even locals enjoy them. June is the firefly season and they make fantastic scenery on summer nights. 
Since the firefly-watching is so popular, members have lately been exchanging information of places to do it. 

Added to the information on places, members also post articles about local events such as special events at local 
shopping arcades and photograph exhibitions at local galleries. Some of local community members are involved in 
some local events and they use the SNS for an announcement of their related local events. There is also a forum for 
local festival information.  

Even though most of members are living in Kochi, no one knows everything about the area. Still, the members 
are eager to know about good foods and restaurants, attractive spots, and interesting festivals in the Kochi area. As 
Interviewee A said, he wanted to have some place he can search local information which is trustworthy and provided 
by local people. The SNS gradually is accumulating local information and is on the way to be a resident-generated 
repository of local information. 

CONCLUSION 

Marugoto Kochi SNS seems to be becoming a social club for Kochi locals. People enjoy talking with someone 
from the same prefecture, and even start to use the SNS for meeting in the real world. The SNS functions as to bond 
locals via the Internet and develop their relationships to become “real”. The local SNS supports construction of 
social capital in the local community.  

Marugoto Kochi SNS tends to be a place for talk on the local Kochi area. In everyday conversation, people are 
not usually conscious of their hometown. By making Kochi a topic in the SNS, members enjoy talking about their 
community and local places that might enhance a sense of locality. This functions to support creating social capital 
and a sense of locality. This in turn can lead to the conclusion that the local SNS might cultivate a sense of 
community. 

The case of Marugoto Kochi SNS showed a possibility of local area SNS to cultivate a sense of community. 
However, such possibilities cannot be realized just after a SNS is launched. To show prospective functions of a local 
area SNS depends on leadership and action by members for cultivating the culture of a local social club. Thus the 
way of managing SNSs should be studied more in detail. In addition, a consideration for a method of developing a 
local area SNS from a social club for compassionate relationships to being a “place” for public participation requires 
further study. 

Local area SNSs in Japan including Marugoto Kochi SNS are still at an initial stage of developing. Further 
researches and observations are required to see how local area SNSs really work for the community building. 
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