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On Japan’s top restaurant review site, impertection is gold

o

Middling ratings on Tabelog
may indicate gems in disguise

feelings about it might seem arrogant,” Farrer
says. “People also like to keep their favorite
places to themselves.”
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Held in late January 2025, the stylish
event hinted that no expense was spared by
Tabelog to demonstrate its clout as a leading
authority in recognizing Japan'’s top restau-
rants. It was attended by chefs and restaurant
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An Asian behavior

How do reviewers on platforms in other din-
ing capitals in the region compare with their
Japanese counterparts?
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culated based on ratings from Tabelog users.

Tabelog’s approach to restaurant reviews
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At the 2025 cer-
emony, 35 eateries
out of 652 nomi-

reviews, it is the largest and most popular
restaurant database in Japan.

The website has autotranslated pages in
English, Chinese and Korean, but only the

marketing at Kakaku, says the strict ratings
can be attributed to the “strong commitment
to food culture in Japan.”

“Tabelog users tend to not give high ratings

rare and three-star
reviews aren’t what
they seem. Left:
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four and a half stars. None of them came  trove oflocal foodie knowledge has attracted  rants carefully, considering them in relation University, believes stars, may mean a place is actually quite good
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Meredith Woo, a Singaporean and Tabelog
user who visits Japan at least once a year, says

lishments aside, could Japanese cultural
traits explain the moderate scoring behav-

“(It could) also be an ability to want to
see things both ways or to not stand out too
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patterns in Singapore and Hong Kong might
imply that central tendency bias is an Asian
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She isn't far off the mark. Currently, about

survey respondents in general exhibit a

cial) place, and expressing too many positive

just turn out to be a hidden gem.

Osaka is emerging from Kyoto’s fine-dining shadow

that 80.5% reported B-grade cuisine as one of
the activities they enjoyed when staying in
Osaka, far outstripping what they pursued
when staying in other towns and regions.

Yet Osaka is seeking to break out of its
soul food mold and highlight its higher-
end offerings — with no shortage of talent
to drive this goal.

Apart from being a playground for intrepid
chefs like Tsuji, Osaka is also home to the Tsuji
Culinary Institute (not related to the former
who also happens to be an alumnus), which
was established in the city in 1960 and is con-
sidered one of the most prestigious cook-
ing schools in the country. Also growing the
city’s global reputation is the Michelin Guide
for Kyoto and Osaka, which first launched in
2010. Although Osaka still lives somewhat
in the shadow of its history-rich neighbor, in
the 2024 guide, the city increased its listings to
214, up from 193 the previous year, and a trio
of establishments with three Michelin stars
kept their designations.

The guide is helping to shine a spotlight on
Osaka that many in the food and beverage
industry feel is needed. Demand for dining
is not being supported by the domestic mar-
ket with consumption yet to recover to pre-
pandemic levels. Even before 2020, the city’s
restaurant scene was considered a daunting
battleground, as restaurants per capita are far
higher than in the capital of Tokyo, resulting
in a fiercely competitive environment.

Asa high-end restaurant chef, Tsuji has felt
the sluggishness over the past five years.

“This might not just be in Osaka, but the
pandemic really changed Japanese people’s
approach to eating out. People who used to
only eat out now eatat home more often, and
people who like trendy restaurants that are
hard to book tend to only go to those kinds of
places, so I think the range of customers who
go to restaurants has shrunk significantly.”

On the plus side, Tsuji feels the Michelin-
rated establishments have been a draw for
overseas visitors. As visitor numbers hita new
record of 36.9 million in 2024, tourism repre-
sents an increasingly lucrative opportunity.
Like many areas across Japan, Osaka’s plan
for the future of tourism targets quality over
quantity. A flood of luxury hotels are simulta-
neously bringing big spenders to the city and
adding to the high-end culinary offerings.

The Four Seasons Osaka, which opened in
August 2024, has added several new upscale
options, including Sushi L'Abysse Osaka Yan-
nick Alleno, the third L’Abysse restaurant fol-
lowing the two-Michelin-starred L’Abysse
Paris, as well as its signature Cantonese res-
taurant Jiang Nan Chun.

“The Four Seasons in Osaka is bringing
a new level of sophistication to the city’s
renowned culinary scene, building on Osa-
ka’s reputation as the nation’s kitchen,” Ai
Kaneko, the hotel’s food and beverage mar-
keting assistant manager, says via email. The

hotel’s Bar Bota, which overlooks the glitter-
ing city lights from the 37th floor, is taking
things up a notch, too. Bartender Andrei
Marcu and his team have now begun host-
ing guest bartenders, strengthening the
bar’s reputation on the domestic and inter-
national circuit. After all, it's an opportune
time — Japanese bars have been building
an international following for their sophis-
ticated cocktails, with five bars making the
cuton Asia’s 50 Best Bars 2024’s list.

Marcu, who has worked at acclaimed bars,
including managing the Coupette Group in
London, has dedicated himself to making full
use of high quality Japanese ingredients in
creative ways. Concoctions include the Fast
Forward, a negroni made with shiso (Perilla)
gin and red sake, and the Miso & Coffee
incorporates Japanese Agricole Rhum, miso
and maple with artichoke wine, topped with
Earl Grey soft foam.

Beyond luxury hotels drawing in wealth-
ier clientele, the Osaka Expo that kicks off
in April also represents huge potential.
Although ticket sales have been tepid so
far, organizers are still expecting millions
to flock to the city.

The event is inspiring local businesses to
up their offerings. One example is Senryu,
an Osaka-based restaurant management
company, which has been operating bud-
get-friendly izakaya (Japanese pub) in the
city for decades. Deviating from one of its
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single clam and lotus croquette

crowned with a halo of crisp

lotus root sits poised in a pool of

delicate cream. A drizzle of emer-
ald parsley sauce harmonizes the dish with
its freshness and earthiness.

Both visual and textural perfection, the
dish is part of a course at Liaison, a Michelin-
starred establishment in Osaka, and served
up by chef Yuji Tsuji, who was working his
second to last night on the job in late Octo-
ber. After joining the high-end restaurant in
2021, he helped it earn it one Michelin star
three years in a row, a distinction reflected
in his creative dishes such as a pillowy soft
steamed rabbit — a bold choice in Japan —
with spaghetti squash and carrot sauce, which
makes distinctive use of cumin foam, and a
pan-fried foie gras and anago (conger eel)
married with the deep umami of matsutake
and richly spiced wagyu consomme.

It's a setting that stands very much in
contrast with the stereotypical image of
Osaka’s food scene dominated by okonomi-
yaki (savory pancake), kushikatsu (breaded
skewers), takoyaki (octopus dumplings) and
other examples of so-called B-kyi (B-grade)
cuisine, the Japanese term for cheap yet deli-
cious comfort foods. An exit survey of visitors
at Kansai airport in December 2024 showed

cityscape better known for its cheap eats and drinks. Right: Opened in December 2024, Shinon
Washoku Senryu cribs traditions from Shinto by havingits ingredients blessed at alocal shrine
before sending them to the kitchen. PHOEBE AMOROSO

corporate philosophies of providing “cheap
and delicious food,” the company launched
Shinon Washoku Senryu, a high-end Japa-
nese restaurant in December 2024. Its con-
cept takes inspiration from Shinto beliefs,
conducting a special blessing on the ingre-
dients at a shrine before transporting them
to the kitchen for preparation. The top din-
ner course is priced at ¥30,000.

“With the World Expo coming up in Osaka,
we would like to be able to cater to a lot of
overseas customers,” says Naotaka Anshita,
arepresentative from Senryu.

Meanwhile, chef Tsuji is working on his
next venture, which will open in Osaka this
spring: Empathie, an intimate French restau-
rant with just 10 counter seats, so he can serve
and communicate with each guest directly.
Courses are set to be priced around ¥18,000
and wine pairings an additional ¥10,000,
placing it firmly in the special occasion cat-
egory for most diners. Its launch will add yet
another upscale establishment to Osaka’s
culinary scene.

And with Tsuji’s talent, the city might add
yet another Michelin star.
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