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Abstract 

This research article tries to analyze Japan’s aging population with the help of existing literature 

and data on its fast changing demographic. This will be analyzed in two-partite manner– Japan’s 

cultural and societal contributions to a lowering fertility rate and why western precedent policies 

of childcare and maternity leave services do not seem to have an impact on increasing the 

fertility rate. By analyzing the problem from the country’s cultural context, this paper will argue 

that East Asian countries are less likely to adapt their culture of rigid gender structures to a 

developing economy which causes them to be stuck in an Anti-Malthusian trap where 

technological development leads to lowering fertility rates. We will see how imitating prenatal 

policies of the West will not easily work in Japan and how the country needs to use its existing 

skilled workforce in order to globalize its economy such that the country is not intensely 

dependent on its domestic labor force. We will also see that adapting to the older population is 

detrimental to moving forward for East Asian countries whose culture will take longer to change 

compared to the West. 
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1. Introduction 

When we start talking about the success stories of countries reaching the developed nation status 

in Asia, one is only ever met with awe and appreciation. It is unprecedented and mind-boggling 

how countries like South Korea, Taiwan and Japan- who were once at the brink of unsolvable 

poverty, having completely turned around the fate of their nations. These countries were war 

stricken, colonized and invaded, their people suffering one of worst living conditions in the 

world and yet, today they are world leaders- they are producers of cutting edge technology, 

manufacturing giants and their consumer goods are household names in the rest of the world. 

Samsung, LG, HTC etc are mere examples of the bigger picture- with intensive development 

plans and restructuring of their economy, they have almost managed to stand at par with the 

looming West and place themselves as global powers.  

The case of Japan might be the most interesting one yet. Prior to the 1970s, Japan experienced a 

period of rapid economic growth facilitated by the imitation of Western developed technology. 

This resulted in Japan “catching up” with developed nations like the United States. However, a 

model of imitation would not lead to a sustainable growth path for a developed nation. This 

caused Japan's economic reforms to be centered on financial restructuring and the promotion of 

investment activities by the public sector which resulted in a large-scale focus on innovation by 

the government. The automobile sector flourished, giving rise to household names like Toyota, 

Honda, Suzuki, Yamaha and Subaru. It also established itself as a technological giant with 

companies like Mitsubishi spearheading. It has an established export sector and a thriving IT 

industry, employing and developing human capital to furnish an already skilled population. 

Evidently, the rapid development in Japan was not costless. Technological and economic 

development have hiked up standards (and costs) of living in the country. Despite the wealth of 

Japan, the per capita income does not reflect equitable growth. All of these factors combined 

have resulted in a major demographic transition in the country where the population is now aging 

with a below average fertility rate of 1.36 births as per 2020. Combined with a high life 

expectancy of 84.62, 29.8% of the population is aged 65 and above, which is reflected in the 

dwindling workforce of the country (Lam, 2009). 
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In 1798, Thomas Malthus came up with his infamous population theory, also known as the 

Malthusian Trap. The Malthusian Population Trap refers to the idea that increased food 

production as a result of advanced agricultural techniques creates higher population levels. These 

higher population levels then lead to food shortages, as the new population must live on land that 

was previously used for crops (Malthus, 1798). The only way to escape this trap was via rapid 

technological development, as was shown by the case of the Industrial Revolution in Britain. 

At a very early stage of economic development, poverty prevents households from raising 

children and accumulating capital.  In the poverty  trap, although the fertility rates are high, the 

population cannot grow due to high infant mortality. After an economy gets out of the trap, not 

only the population itself but also its growth rate increases with per capita income. However, 

when per capita income reaches a certain level, the population growth rate begins to decline with 

an increase in income. As a result, the population itself starts decreasing with income. This is 

what some advanced economies are currently experiencing. These phenomena constitute the 

typical demographic transition, which explains the Japanese issue (Nakamura, 2018). 

This article aims to provide an insight into this paradoxical anti-Malthusian Trap, where the 

economy is stuck in a negative demographic transition due to rapid economic growth. 

Technology, which was supposed to save the human race from the Trap, has resulted in a trap of 

a different kind- people in advanced countries don’t want to have children because they are 

simply too costly. This directly impacts the labor market and the notion of steady state output 

and per capita growth- which is driven by population and technological growth (Solow, 1956). 

The negative rate of population growth in Japan in recent years stands to impact its overall 

output growth in the steady state. This article will try to analyze the institutional and policy 

related reasons as to why this is happening and why Western reforms and adjustments will not 

easily enable Japan to combat this crisis. 

 

2. The disappearing babies of Japan- a result of rapid growth or an institutional 

inevitability? 

Japan hit its lowest fertility rate (TFR) in the year 2005 at an astounding 1.26. This decline is not 

a new phenomenon, but has been slowly coming to the forefront ever since 1974 (World Bank, 
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2021). Fertility is something that has been postponed in Japan- women who are unmarried and 

working, are called the “parasite singles” in the community. The Japanese aging phenomenon 

might not just be a result of technological growth but could also have diverse sociological factors 

such as delaying the marriage age, educational and labor market provision for women, high 

divorce rates and social stigma attached to cohabitation. These factors, combined with the rapid 

increase in income and standards of living, could have contributed to the drastic demographic 

changes facing the country. 

It would make it easier to understand the unique problem faced by Japan if we compare it to the 

case of dropping fertility rate in one of the Western countries. The United States, for example, is 

the largest economy in the world that has long since reached advanced status. However, it 

maintains a close to average TFR of 1.64 as of 2020 and has a constant population growth of 1%. 

The drop below the average rate of 2 indicates that women in the US are also postponing having 

children, but this effect is not really seen in the birth rate of the country, which is pretty high 

(Fehr, 2008). The steady flow of immigrants adding on to the population and the varied 

schooling and childcare benefits provided incentivizes having children, which is not as costly as 

in Japan. 

Japan not only has different institutional provisions unlike the US, it also boasts an entirely 

different culture. Marriage and childbearing are synonymous in the country, with children born 

outside of wedlock being socially and legally stigmatized. Hence, if a woman wants to have a 

child, she has to get married. Additionally, there are strictly divided gender roles that come 

within the marriage package- the men would go to work and the woman was responsible for the 

upbringing, education and skill training of the child. The Japanese cultural context is one in 

which domestic tasks have been strongly regarded as unsuitable for men. Japanese wives spend 

an average of almost 30 hours per week on housework, whereas husbands spend between two 

and three hours (Tsuya, 2005). 

The dramatic increase in the labor force participation by women has also contributed to delayed 

or negated pregnancies. The Japanese workforce is a highly competitive and skill heavy sector, 

which requires the brightest minds and the best education. This competitive nature is not lenient 

towards women temporarily quitting the workforce to give birth and rejoining at the same 
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position as they were in before. The cut-throat competition provides a lack of job security for the 

Japanese youth, which is magnified and near impossible for young and married women (Tsuya, 

2009). Adding to these, Japan experienced a surge in divorce rates, which contributes to delayed 

childbearing plans and an aging population. 

The consequences of continued low fertility are well known and a source of great concern in 

Japan. Some have argued that policies aimed at work–life balance, such as having more family-

friendly work arrangements and increasing the availability of affordable childcare, will lead to 

fertility levels closer to replacement level (McDonald, 2006). Some of these policies are being 

attempted in Japan but it is unclear how successfully they will be implemented and how effective 

they will be. This goes on to show that the increase in expenses is the surface explanation of why 

a demographic transition is happening in Japan. The institutional and cultural reasons could have 

a greater bearing on long term demographic implications and these points need to be considered 

while developing a long-term contingency plan for an adjustment to development schemes. 

 

3. Can Japan regain its TFR- better immigration or vigorous pro-natal propaganda? 

Policymaking with the intention of raising the fertility rate of a country is intrinsically 

problematic because the burden of the task, in the end, falls upon the women in the population. 

Increased education and better access to job opportunities is one the factors of delayed 

childbirths in advanced nations and all of this starts with giving women rights. One of the most 

notorious examples of birth control and fertility related policies is China. It implemented the 

stringent One-Child Policy in order to curb its population growth which resulted in a 

demographic transition with the fertility rate falling from 2.54 to 1.18 (Jiang, 2016). Post this, it 

implemented a policy that incentivized having a second child by promising the mothers giving a 

second birth up to 100,000 dollars as monetary benefit. This not only results in wildly fluctuating 

changes and disregard of public sentiment, it also shows the country’s view of women as 

breeding stock, which is reflected upon its policies. 

These methods cannot be adapted in Japan because 1) the women would not easily agree to 

vigorous pro-natal policies and 2) Japan would not be able to escape diplomatic reprimanding by 
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the global community if it did force its women into childbearing. Pro-natal policies would place 

an additional burden on the working women who are already struggling to maintain a work-life 

balance in the Japanese social norms. The steep trade-off between motherhood and work is 

controversial in Japan, with the added incentives of childcare centers, educational and monetary 

incentives not doing much to increase the TFR. So the question remains- are there any other 

route that is not centric on the women being “incentivized” to marry and procreate? 

Open immigration could be one such solution. The Japanese cultural system as of now is quite 

averse to foreign immigrants. There have been cases of widespread discrimination, social 

fetishization and a hostile workplace environment for people who migrate from countries like 

South Korea, Africa, USA and India. However, one could assume that a shift in policy that 

allows for a friendlier environment for immigrants could boost migration into Japan and shift the 

Old Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) towards the younger generation that is more apt to be in the 

workforce. However, data and predictive research suggests otherwise. Migration policies could 

be efficient in reducing the high OADR to 2014 levels, but only if there is a steady stream of 

300,000 or more foreign migrants every year till 2050 (Parsons, 2018). 

Based on a purely migration-focused policy, Japan would have to achieve a population 

composed of 30% foreign-born migrants to retain its 2015 OADR of 0.43 (Parsons, 2018). Not 

only is this policy unfeasible with the current socio-political climate of Japan, it is also 

improbable to assume that such a large stream of skilled foreign migrants would be willing to go 

to Japan with such high demands for them all over the world. A sudden increase in the 

population would also place a burden on social security and public services, which cannot be 

adapted suddenly. 

 

4. Conclusion- what can be done? 

If we compare the relative situations of countries like Japan, South Korea and Taiwan to other 

developed countries in the world, there is a recurring pattern of East Asian countries being more 

prone to a low TFR post-development. East Asian countries are the global regions with the 

lowest TFR, and in order to understand why this is the case, we need to look at policymaking 
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from a cultural perspective. Countries like Japan have regressed from having high fertility rates 

that gradually drop as the country gets more advanced. As seen before from existing literature 

reviews, this is because gender roles are strictly segregated in the country’s culture. Family-

building is seen as a societal role rather than personal in order to keep in line with the country’s 

gender expectations. This is different from countries in the West that revised and changed their 

gender expectations as they developed economically. This doesn’t necessarily mean that Asian 

countries oppress their women more, it's just that once women get certain economic power in 

society they are less likely to continue with their biological expectations as the two don’t go hand 

in hand easily in East Asia. This immediately puts a block on policies like maternity leave and 

childcare support at work, because Asian culture at its root is not in line with these very western 

policies. 

This can better be understood with an example. There has been an empirical change in childcare 

spending in the US between 1970 and 2010 which has resulted in increasing fertility (O’Neill, 

2022). Childcare almost acted like additional wages for a mother’s unpaid labor, which made 

having children worthwhile. However, in addition to the unpaid labor of a mother in the 

workplace, Japanese women also have to suffer the consequence of highly divided household 

work, for which they are not being compensated. In addition to the biological difficulty of having 

children, they face the societal pressure of doing household chores which takes a toll on their 

work-life balance.  

East Asian cultures find it harder to adapt their culture to a developing economy at global 

standards, resulting in them getting stuck in the anti-Malthusian Trap. This is one of the main 

reasons why western policies like childcare support are not having as much of an impact as their 

precedent. Therefore instead of pushing for policies that imitate the west, they need to design 

policies that are in line with their own pace of cultural change. 

If we go back to the first and foremost lesson taught in the Solow Growth Model class for 

macroeconomics, we will end up with this equation, 

�̇�

𝑌
= 𝑔 + 𝑛 
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which basically means that in the long run, growth of output (Y) (given by the left hand side of 

the above equation) in the country is driven by growth of technology (g) and growth of 

population (n). In the specific case of Japan, the growth of population is negative, but at a small 

level. Japan can offset this by following rigorous policies that are focused on adaptation to the 

situation and betterment of existing resources. It is blessed with a highly skilled and educated 

workforce and it needs to invest at a faster rate on technological development (which will boost 

its g) that can offset the negative effects of depopulation. Along with a moderate policy approach 

to open immigration and pro-natal policies, it needs to work on adapting its current labor market 

to the older population. Instead of trying to incentivize women by blatantly improving childcare 

facilities, work incentives and promoting the “family agenda”, Japan needs to find the correct 

mixture of adapting and correcting policies to this depopulation phenomenon that does not 

pressurize almost half of their population. For instance, South Korea, which faces a lower TFR 

than Japan, has tried to make its economy increasingly globalized in terms of technological 

development. The Hallyu Wave, a global Korean phenomenon, has forced the country’s culture 

to adapt according to western standards, which has reduced the rigidity of gender roles. Although 

this may not immediately reflect via an increased TFR, globalization and opening up boundaries 

makes a country less dependent on its demographic changes in terms of growth. 

Policymaking should also focus on pension plans for the elderly, who are becoming a larger 

share of the population. They must be incentivized to earn, consume and save at faster rates and 

be provided with better social security. The focus must be on improving the existing labor 

productivity in such a manner that it can be adapted to demographic transitions that seem like 

inevitable additions to the human evolution process. 
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