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Introduction 
Japan is a major economic power that has many things to offer such as rich cultural heritage, a 
greatly innovative industry, high living standards and one of the safest societies in the world. 
While these figures stand out as positive, another figure, i.e. Japanese ageing and declining 
population, stands out negatively. According to the Japanese government’s estimation, the 
population will shrink from the current level of 127 million to 86.74 million people by 2060, which 
is a 30 per cent decrease.1 Further worries are caused by the fact that while Japan enjoys the 
longest average life expectancy among OECD countries with almost 83 years, the falling birth 
rate gives no reason to cheer. Population ageing is a serious concern. When in 2010 people aged 
65 and older accounted for 23 per cent of the population, the figure of elderly is estimated to be 
39.9 per cent by 2060.2 This means that Japan’s prosperity, competitiveness and its future are in 
danger. Recently the credit rating agency Moody’s called Japan’s demographic situation its 
biggest concern together with country’s high debt.3 In addition, rising social care costs put a 
strain on the society. So, to avoid losing current high standards, changes are needed to help exit 
these negative trends. Hereafter, I offer possibilities how the situation can be reversed by taking 
better use of its population’s potential, increasing immigration and creating a new vision for 
Japan.  
 
1. Better use of the existing population’s potential  
The reason why Japan’s population is ageing and the number of births is falling is linked to the 
achieved high level of society. Better healthcare and socio-economic development lead to a 
growing number of elderly. Also, women with higher education want to use gained knowledge for 
successful careers similarly to men and families are better planned thanks to use of 
contraception.   
As clearly no one would like to move back in time to abolish the made progress, population’s 
potential needs to be put to better use to deal with the changes. This means that those groups in 
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the society, who currently do not play a role equal to their capacities, have to be more involved. 
These groups include women, young people and elderly. To do that, steps that have both 
short-term and long-term effects on birth rate, employment and people’s feeling of security need 
to be taken.  
 
1.1 Pronatalist policies and women’s more active participation in labour market 
Based on recent estimations, by 2060 women are expected to live until 90.93 years, while the 
fertility rate is expected to fall to 1.35. However, the population decline would slow if the birth 
rate rose to 2.07.4 So, it is crucial to increase birth rate to deal with the shrinking population, 
while bigger women’s participation in labour market is needed to address the ageing population’s 
costs. So, how to achieve both goals?  
A first step would be for the entire country to acknowledge that it has to stop wasting a useful 
labour resource, which it needs to tackle the demographic challenges. Although globally women 
often face difficulties in labour market, Japan stands out negatively among developed countries 
regarding gender equality. In the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2011, 
Japan was 98th in the overall ranking; though it should strive towards the first position it has for 
health and survival in the same ranking. Instead it has fallen four notches compared to 2010.5  
Japan passed its first Equal Employment Opportunity Law in 1985. Although some further 
progress has been made in legislation, women’s possibilities in the labour market still often 
remain limited. On one hand, this is linked to high expectations about women’s role as mother 
that is seen as a full-time job. On the other hand, traditions create a glass ceiling to women’s wish 
to play a bigger role in the labour market, because traditionally their responsibility has been 
more about serving men than being on leading positions. If we add inflexible working hours and 
insufficient support measures for childcare, it is clear why women’s participation in the labour 
market is smaller than it could be.  
Yet, according to Japanese government survey, 86 per cent of married women in Japan want to 
continue working after having children, while only 11.6 per cent do not wish to work.6 The 
problem is that despite the desire to work, many Japanese women experience difficulties in 
finding a position at the same level as prior to having children. Since relevant laws do not set 
sanctions to those who discriminate against women, the situation is not improving much. This 
has led to many women putting off having children, as they also want to have a successful career, 
thus further worsening the population figure. 
Still, there are ways to increase workforce and birth rate at the same time with active pronatalist 
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6  ‘Editorial: Married women want to work’. The Japan Times, June 4, 2012. Available online: 
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policies. The key is to offer more flexible working hours and guarantees to get back one’s job after 
having a child, so women would be keener on having children. For instance, in my small home 
country, Estonia, where population is also declining and ageing, women are encouraged to have 
children by state assuring their position at work by law for three years after child’s birth. 
Moreover, one parent, usually mother, receives 100 per cent of former salary with a set maximum 
limit during up to 18 months spent at home with the child. While the Estonian model might not 
be suitable in case of Japan financially, it could still be adopted to some extent. First of all by 
guaranteeing women their jobs and secondly by ensuring their independence by compensating – 
at least partly – lost salary. The latter would give women security about their future, so they 
would not need to put off having kids to earn sufficient income and they could still have 
successful careers.  
The negative thing about the Estonian model, however, is that while certainty is created for the 
child’s first 1.5 years, afterwards the situation is less sure. State supports children with an 
absolute minimum amount of child benefit7, while there are insufficient kindergarten spots, thus 
hindering mothers’ chances to return to work. So, Japan should learn from it and avoid focusing 
only on child’s early years. It should have a more wholesome approach to the society’s 
development. This also means promoting men’s participation in raising children and sharing 
chores at home, so women’s burden would not be too high in addition to daily work. That also 
requires overlooking the current working hours for both men and women by giving them more 
time to spend with families.  
All these steps take time, but they will lead towards a more equal participation of men and 
women in labour market as well as in households, so towards a more balanced and happy society. 
To fasten the process, Japan might consider following the Norwegian example by temporarily 
using gender quotas to increase women’s participation in company boards. This would lead to 
noticeable changes in women’s role and help alter society’s perception of it. Furthermore, more 
women could use their potential thanks to different guarantees, which would result in higher 
competition in labour market, thus benefiting the Japanese economy. Moreover, higher certainty 
about the future will mean there is no reason to choose between children and career. Thus, both 
higher birth rate and larger participation of women in labour market would be achieved. 
 
1.2 A fresh approach to labour market regarding youth and the elderly 
Yet, addressing only women’s situation is not enough. The situation of young and elderly workers 
has caused some concern in recent years as neither of them have enough certainty about their 
future in Japan. The first have to manage to find a place to start working right after finishing 
university studies, because companies usually prefer newly graduates to those with experience, 
so they could “mould” them to suitable workers. Young workers are also less costly to companies, 
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which directly influences the job certainty of the more senior workers. The latter also have now 
fewer perks than their predecessors did, because of the effects of the economic bubble’s collapse. 
Such an uncertain situation about one’s future is neither beneficial for the young nor for the 
elderly and creates needless tensions in the society that could be avoided. So, what would be the 
solution?  
First, in order to keep its innovativeness, independent thinking should be more promoted in 
Japan instead of following one common hierarchy line. Employers should be encouraged to hire, 
in addition to newly graduates, also those with experiences abroad or who have simply decided to 
take some time off after studies. This would open companies up for new perspectives and help 
them get fresh ideas. However, by involving more young people, companies should not abandon 
their existing workforce, because this may result in losing out on their experiences. Instead Japan 
could try a new approach that has been implemented in Belgium since 2005 and is currently 
being considered in France, called the Generation Pact. This would guarantee that both 
abovementioned groups would feel more secure. While details may differ, the principle idea is to 
help young people enter the labour market with a permanent contract, while keeping a senior at 
the same position, who could hold the job until the retirement age, to accompany the newly hired 
person.8 Such initiatives could be promoted with state subsidies. For instance, France plans to 
make both salaries tax-free for the employers. At the same time, Japan would benefit from new 
ideas, higher cooperation and solidarity between generations. Implementing the idea could be 
especially useful now, when the Japanese parliament’s lower house has risen the retirement age 
to 65 from 60.9 This measure would also help reduce unemployment among people aged 50+, as 
it is not efficient enough to increase the retirement age if elderly cannot keep their job in the last 
years prior to retirement.  
Secondly, elderly’s role after retirement should also be revised. While some people would like to do 
nothing else than simply relax, many suddenly feel unimportant having no longer a clear 
function in the society. Therefore, the latter group should be granted a possibility to play a bigger 
part. It may mean learning new skills by promoting life-long learning possibilities. Also, a totally 
new approach to seniors’ caretaking homes could be created that could function more as 
companionship centres than hospital-like institutions. It could be possible with the involvement 
of professional caretaking people as well as by taking advantage of what Japan does the best – its 
innovative high-tech solutions. Japan could further develop projects like ASIMO and other kinds 
of robots, so they could facilitate elderly with more physical tasks. In that perspective, robots 
would not replace human workforce, as it is often argued, but instead would support capacities of 
                                                  
8 Guélaud, Claire. ‘Le contrat de génération, mode d’emploi’, Le Monde, 05.09.2012. Available online: 
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seniors that would remain otherwise unused. Such new institutions with some of the chores 
being covered by elderly would be useful from many perspectives. Caretaking costs would be 
lower. Also, more active seniors could feel useful for the society, while all involved seniors could 
have companionship, which is so important in people’s lives. Moreover, it could be a model that 
Japan could export as it is not the only country struggling with ageing population and increasing 
healthcare and caretaking costs.  
Thirdly, seniors could be more active in other spheres as well, by teaching for instance about their 
experiences at schools. Additionally, it should be seriously considered moving back to the 
three-generation family model, which would mean win-win situation for everyone. The retired 
people could help their children take care of their offspring, thus allowing both parents to be 
active in the labour market, while their children help take care of them, thus increasing 
additionally feeling of security in the society.  
 
2. Immigration as an option 
As the existing population will soon not be enough to offer enough labour force to ensure rising 
retirement costs, Japan should seriously consider the possibility to take a greater advantage of 
migration flows. Currently, Japan has a largely homogenous population with 98.5 per cent of 
population being ethnic Japanese. In addition, based on population census, there is a small 
number of foreign workers, predominantly from Korea, China, Brazil, the Philippines, and 
Peru.10 Yet, based on the United Nations’ projection about replacement migration level, Japan 
will need a notable increase in net immigration. If the country wants to keep its current 
population size, it will need 17 million net immigrants up to the year 2050, or an average of 
381,000 immigrants per year between 2005 and 2050.11  
Due to the small number of immigrants in Japan, the society might not be open about the idea of 
foreign labour. However, the worsening demographic situation might leave no other option. 
Therefore, two options should be considered – a short-term immigration of youngsters and a 
large-scale general immigration. 
 
2.1 Short-term work-and-travel visas 
As mobility is increasing in the world, young people want to explore foreign countries and often 
postpone their careers, so a year in Japan would be a chance many would want to use. Therefore, 
Japan should consider granting short-term immigration visas similarly to Australia’s “work and 
travel” programme. It would be a win-win situation, because it would offer Japan workforce in 

                                                  
10 Vogt, Gabriele. ‘Demographic Development in Japan’, Online Handbook Demography, November 2010. Available 
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Solution to Declining and Ageing Populations?, 2001. Available online: 
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/migration/migration.htm [Accessed on August 25, 2012] 



 

 
 

areas with a smaller demand and allow bringing in young talents with innovative ideas. On the 
other hand, people with interest in Japanese culture could in return learn about its traditions 
and practices.  
As young people would return home after the experience, Japanese could build up worldwide 
networks, which are crucial in the globalizing world. This would facilitate trade relations and 
why not also create future political ties, thus strengthening Japan’s position in international 
relations. Moreover, such programme would help further promote tourism internationally thanks 
to mouth-to-mouth information as well as increase visits to Japan’s smaller and less-known areas. 
Such closer communication with immigrants will hopefully bring different cultures closer to the 
local people and reduce discrimination, which has been a great issue in the past. 
Yet, it is important to note that Japan should not tolerate abuse of such status as has occurred in 
the past in case of traineeship workers. The latter have been greatly exploited to work for longer 
hours, a lower pay and in less safe conditions than the Japanese.12 If such practices were to 
continue, it would greatly damage Japan’s international reputation and lower its chances to get 
the much-needed extra hands. Therefore, related anti-discrimination legislation and control are 
needed to help avoid such situations from repeating. 
 
2.2 Long-term migration  
Clearly only short-term working visas would not be sufficient to deal with smaller number of 
workers and ageing population, therefore a wider immigration should be promoted. Here, it is 
important that a consensus would be reached in the society about its necessity. So, how to 
organize it? 
First, a wider public debate would benefit Japan over its nation’s changing role in the world. 
Based on this discussion, also a clear national identity should emerge, which would not be 
founded on opposition to other nations, but rather on qualities that Japanese hold high. This 
could be a way to reaffirm the country’s strong foundation, so people would not need to fear losing 
their identity due to immigration. Instead, the positive identity could be the basis for inclusion of 
foreigners. 
Secondly, it is the government’s role to do its best to avoid the mistakes European nations have 
done with different guest workers projects, which have resulted in ghettos, separate communities 
and illegal workforce. In other words, a better planning is needed than was done after the Second 
World War. This includes providing immigrants with appropriate living conditions, offering 
education possibilities for their children and promoting integration. One should not expect, as did 
for example erroneously Germany in case of the so-called Turkish ‘gast-arbeiter’, that all 
immigrants would return home at one point. Therefore, facilitating their integration to the  
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society is of vital importance. Moreover, it cannot be expected that the integration process would 
take place only one-way by assimilation. So, Japanese in turn need to be open to new customs, 
new ways of handling different situations and different ways of thinking. This should be 
facilitated with different pro-immigration campaigns in the society and with multicultural 
studies at school. 
Thirdly, Japan needs to be attractive in the highly competitive skilled labour market. It needs to 
compete over talents with for example the EU’s so-called blue card and the U.S. green card 
system. Until now Japan has been known mostly for its rather hostile immigration policies and it 
has even been called the second worst country to be an immigrant.13 This spring Japan made a 
first step to change this by launching a points-based system that values those foreign 
professionals who have higher education and professional skills.14 However, it has already been 
criticised for being too tough on conditions and valuing too little those proficient in Japanese. 
Moreover, different used migration policies show that Japan does its best to avoid immigrants 
settling down.15 Yet, this policy is not a good one, because in the globalizing world, where many 
countries face challenges due to ageing population, those who are prepared to emigrate will 
simply not choose Japan as their destination. Also, if immigrants stay longer, they are more 
prepared and able to better integrate in the society, as they feel confident about their future. 
 
3. Vision for the future 
Japan is a role model for many in regards to its well-structured and safe society. Also, based on 
personal experience I can say that it is exceptional to see how the world’s largest metropolitan 
area, Tokyo, manages to run so smoothly despite the high population density. Moreover, it is 
inspirational how Japan managed to quickly deal with the 2011 March earthquake’s 
consequences and turn its attention to helping others in advocating for ways to avoid such 
catastrophes in the future. Yet, constant changes in political governance as well as long-time zero 
economic growth have decreased people’s trust in Japan’s future. This is closely linked to the 
aftermaths of the economic bubble’s collapse in the early 1990s and its abovementioned 
consequences on labour market. Additionally, recently a Japanese parliamentary panel found 
that Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster was “a profoundly man-made disaster” linked to 
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cultural conventions and a reluctance to question authority16, which also demonstrates that 
Japan needs a new vision. A new vision that should replace the current rather pessimist outlook 
with a positive one and build confidence about the future.  
One of the areas where lessons must be learned is indeed the Daiichi plant, but not only 
regarding nuclear energy. The biggest issue is the Japanese rigid hierarchical structure. Strict 
rules and incapability to match all the society’s demands have led to Japan having very high 
suicide rates, which in the last 14 consecutive years have passed 30,000 a year.17  Situations 
when hierarchical rules and bureaucracy put people’s lives in danger should never again be 
allowed to occur. So, the last year’s events in Daiichi plant should be considered as a very costly 
lesson for not making enough conclusions based on high suicide rates. This brings us back to the 
topic of valuing people, may they be young or old, men or women, simple workers or CEOs. 
Although hierarchy is a great part of Japanese culture, more flexible rules should be created, so 
no one would fear to oppose one’s boss’ opinion, even though it might be wrong. This should lead 
towards a society that is more inclusive and tolerant, which will benefit people’s happiness and 
make them more eager to work for a better and stronger Japan.  
In regards to economy, above-mentioned reforms to take better advantage of its population’s 
potential and increased migration should create enough certainty about Japan’s future to help 
increase consumption. This is needed in addition to exporting industries to guarantee economic 
growth. Steps are also necessary in political governance, which should become more stable and 
involve more women to ensure policies that take the entire society more into account.  
Thus, Japan’s new vision should be about highly valuing its people and each individual’s role and 
being open to changes in the hierarchical structure and to immigration. A society with a positive 
and certain future outlook will also increase people’s participation in the labour market and help 
increase birth rate, thus ensuring the country’s future and creating a Japanese model that others 
would want to copy. 
 
Conclusion 
As described above, Japan faces big challenges to cope with the depopulating and ageing 
population. It is important for the people to acknowledge that despite the country doing well 
today, if action is not taken, things will look less bright tomorrow. But instead of having a 
negative outlook, Japanese population should be ready for changes in the society. This will 
require learning from the practices as well as errors made by others, leading the way to other 
countries with new models and finally finding a balance between the wishes of individuals and 
the community in a globalised world. Efforts must be made, so that each person would feel that 
                                                  
16 ‘Japan panel: Fukushima nuclear disaster ‘man-made’, BBC, 05.07.2012. Available online:  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-18718057 [Accessed on August 25, 2012] 
17  Editorial, ‘Japan’s ongoing suicide problem’, Japan Times, 04.08.2012. Available online: 
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/ed20120804a1.html [Accessed on August 25, 2012] 



 

 
 

he or she has an important role to play in the society and no one is cast aside in case work is not 
found immediately after graduating, if they decide to have children or reach a certain age.  
It is also crucial that Japan opens its labour market more up to foreign labour if it wants to keep 
its competitiveness. The latter can be used as an opportunity to promote the country as a travel 
destination with initiatives like “work and travel” that would also help further promote Japanese 
culture worldwide. Also wider immigration should be promoted, which would allow exchanging 
different ideas and help fill the less attractive posts with immigrants interested in having a 
higher quality of life. At the same time, steps must be taken to ensure a better life for all. This 
requires improving legislation about anti-discrimination and increasing women’s rights in labour 
market, thus giving them more guarantees. Also hierarchical structures must become more 
flexible to reduce unnecessary tensions in the society and avoid errors that may be caused by fear 
of stepping over the established boundaries, even if the situation would require it.  
If Japan manages to tackle these difficult tasks, it is quite certain that the country we know today 
will not turn into a sweet memory, natsukashii, to look back to. Instead, Japan will reach new 
heights thanks to people’s regained optimism and feeling of security, which will further help 
improve people’s satisfaction with life as well as help overcome the declining and ageing 
population problem and keep the country’s well-deserved role as a key player in international 
relations. 
 
 


