
DOI: 10.4018/IJPPPHCE.2018010102

International Journal of Public and Private Perspectives on Healthcare, Culture, and the Environment
Volume 2 • Issue 1 • January-June 2018


Copyright©2018,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



22

Policy Narratives in Formation of 
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Parenting and Child Care in Japan
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ABSTRACT

Thisarticleaimstoanalyzethedistinctivefeaturesofpolicynarrativesbyfocusingontheformulation
of the center of comprehensive support for child-rearing generations in Japan. There have been
anticipated effects of the decline in the fertility rate and decreasing population, and the issues
surroundingparentingandchildcarehavebeenre-discoveredasahighprioritypublicpolicyagenda.
Inthisconnection,multi-layeredpolicynarrativeshavebeenanalyzedwithspecialattentionpaidto
theFinnishsystemwithitsconsistentsupportfrompregnancytopreschoolage.Itwilldiscusshow
policynarrativeshavebeenselectiveintheirfocusonspecificfactorswhileskippingotherswhen
formulatingacomprehensivesystemforparentingandchildcareinJapan.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Japanisbecominganagedsocietywithfewerchildrenthanever.Thoughsuchademographicchange
itselfisnotuniqueamongindustrializedcountries,thedeclineinthetotalfertilityratesincethe1970s
hasonlyrecentlybeennotedasanurgentpolicyagendainJapan.In1990,thestorythatJapan’s
totalfertilityratehadremainedunder1.6in1989wasreportedas“1.57shock,”andtheMinistryof
Health,LabourandWelfare(MHLW)formulatedthe“AngelsPlan”in1994andthe“NewAngels
Plan”in1999toreducethedecreaseinthenumberofchildren.Theseplansattemptedtoincrease
the capacityof childdaycare serviceswith emphasisonmoredaycare for infants andpreschool
children topromote thereconciliationofworkandfamily lifeby increasing theuseofchildcare
leave,recommendingshortenedandmoreflexibleworkinghoursforthosewithsmallchildren,and
reformingthefixedgenderdivisionsoflaboratbothhomeandwork.Suchattemptscouldbevalued
inthesensethateachofthesefactorswasrelatedtoadeclineinthetotalfertilityrate.However,
theseplansinthe1990sremainedpapertigers,astheyhavenotsuccessfullyinfluencedthetotal
fertilityrate.Currently,Japaniscontinuingtohavefewerbabiesandexperiencingadecreaseinthe
totalpopulation.AccordingtotheNationalCensusof2015,publishedinautumn2016,Japan’stotal
population,includingnon-Japanesenationals,was127,094,745,whichwasadecreaseof962,607
comparedtothe2010census.ThismeantthatJapan’stotalpopulationhadstarteddecliningforthe
firsttimesince1920whenthenationalcensusbegan.
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Nowadays,thedeclineofthetotalfertilityrateinJapanhasbroadlybeenrecognized.However,
thedeclinehasnotoccurredpromptlybutinsteadisaconsequenceoflongtermissuessincethe1970s.
Thesehavebeensocialdiscoursesonvariousreasonsforthedeclineandoflimitedpolicyimpacts
onthissituation.Itisnotasimplequestionofhowthetotalfertilityratehasdevelopedasdifferent
socioeconomicandpoliticalfactorshaveinfluencedfactorsunderthesurfaceofthestatistics.The
followingfirstexploreshowpolicynarrativeshaveimpactedtheformulationofpolicyresponses
tothesluggishtotalfertilityrate.Second,thediscussionwillfocusonwhattypesofreformshave
currentlybeenimplementedwithlegalamendmentsinJune2016onpublichealthservicesthrough
apopulationapproachformaternalandchildhealthandonchildprotectionfromabuseandadverse
childhoodconditions.

Regarding the research method, relevant official documents and research literature will be
reviewed.Inanalyzingpolicynarratives(e.g.Jonesetal.,2014),attentionwillbedrawntobothwhat
hasexplicitlybeenaddressedandtowhathasbeenexcludedintellingthestoryoftheprocessof
policymaking.Moreover,theauthor’sparticipatoryobservationintheprocessofformulatingcenters
ofcomprehensivesupportforchild-rearinggenerationswillbeemployed;thisreferstoretrospective
reflectionsontheauthor’sintendedandunintendedcommitmentstopartsoftheprocessindecisions
andcreatingpolicy.

2. PoLICy NARRATIVES FoR JAPAN’S dECLINEd ToTAL FERTILITy RATE

Thelong-termdeclineinthetotalfertilityrateisoneofmanypolicyagendasaboutsocialphenomena
thatmostpoliciesanddecisionsmakershavenottakenseriouslyinJapanformanyyears.Thenumber
ofnewbornbabieshascontinueddecreasingfordecadesdespitesomemodestattemptstoformulate
policyresponsesasmentionedabove.Lowerpriorityhasbeengiventochangesindemography,mainly
becausetheestablishmentofone’sownfamilyhasbeenleftintheprivatespherewherepublicpolicy
haslittleinfluence.Whileahugeamountofthenationalbudgethasbeendirectedtoconstruction
worksuchasmotorways,onlyasmallsharehasbeenavailableforcareinfrastructure,particularly
daycareforsmallchildren.Thelow-profilepositionofchildcareandparentinginJapanesepublic
policyisreflectedinthestructureofpublicexpenditure.

Thenationalbudgetsforfamilieswithsmallchildrenhavebeenconsiderablyunderweighted
comparedtootherindustrializedcountries.AccordingtotheOECDstatistics,thefamilyexpenditure
inJapanremainedatabout1%ofGDPinearly2010s,whereasmanyindustrializedcountriesspent
morethan3%.SomedomesticsurveyshavesoughttoaddressthatJapaneseyouthfeelhesitantabout
establishing a family and having children because they strongly anticipate the economic burden
associatedwithfinancingaschooleducationforchildren.Whilethestatehasbeenwithdrawingfrom
financialcommitmentstocareforandeducatechildrenandyouthsbyputtingthemonindividual
citizensandfamiliesasprivatematters,themicrolevelseemstoreacttosuchindifferencewithpassive
resistance.Thedeclineinthetotalfertilityratecanberegardedasanunproductiveconsequenceof
aviciouscircleofpassivepublicpolicy.

Sincetheearly2010s,thedeclineinthetotalfertilityratehasstartedgainingbroaderpublic
attention,andthewordingassociatedwiththisphenomenoninofficialdocumentshasbeenrephrased
from“acounterplanisnecessary”toreferringtotheissueasa“problem”andthenmostrecentlyto
“crisis.”ThestrongconcernexpressedbytheJapaneseGovernmentwasaboutthenegativeeffectsof
thedecliningtotalfertilityrateonJapan’seconomicvitality,reflectingtheeconomy-centricframework
ofpolicydebatesinitiatedbyconservativecabinetpartiessuchastheLiberalDemocrats.Inasense,
itisparadoxicalthattheLiberalDemocratswhousedtobetheleastactiveinfamilypolicycameto
makestronginitiativestotacklethecrisiscausedbythedecreasingnumberofchildrenandpopulation
oncethesituationwasidentifiedasacrisistotheeconomyandsocietyasawhole.

Thereareotherstoriesconcerningobstaclestotherecoveryofpopulationgrowthsurroundingthe
decliningtotalfertilityrate,suchastheissuesofreconciliationofworkandfamilylifeamongactive
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