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• Background

Japan is facing a serious issue of low fertility. In response to the
problem, Japan has promulgated 32 low fertility policy plans from
the year of 1994 to 2018. This study examines the characteristics of
the policy processes of these policy plans.

• Objectives

1. To determine the innovative policy plans among the
government’s responses to low fertility in Japan

2. To scrutinise the policy processes of the policy plans

3. To examine the characteristics of the policy processes

• Research approach, methods, and framework

This study adopts policy process theories as the research approach,
documentary analysis and historical method as the research
methods, and the ‘policy window’ as the analytical framework.

A theoretical review is made here from Easton’s ‘political system’, to
Kingdon’s ‘policy window model’. Since Kingdon’s policy window
model provides a way to unravel the black box in policy process, and
has been proven its eligibility in analysing Japanese politics, it is
chosen as the analytical framework in this study.

The policy window model consists of three ‘streams’, the problem
stream, the policy stream, and the politics stream. According to the
theory, only if the three streams make a convergence: problem,
solution, and the opportunity for problem-solution fit taking place at
the same time, will open the ‘policy window’ to process the policy.

Figure 1 Easton’s ‘political system’ Figure 2 Kingdon’s ‘policy window model’

• Results

Based on the importance and the relationship among the low
fertility policy plans, the ‘innovative policy plans’ are selected in this
study. Furthermore, a new phasing system to organise the policy
plans into different periods is also established in this study.

Table 1 Classification of policies Table 2 Phasing system of policies

In the beginning phase, the main role in the formation of low fertility
policies was the Ministry of Health and Welfare. The elite
bureaucrats and experts in MHW identified the existence of
‘problem stream’ and established issue networks in the ministry to
develop ‘policy stream’.

The first legalisation phase was roughly equal in time to the period
of Koizumi's long-term rule. It had similar characteristics to the
beginning phase, as MHW and its successor MHLW still played a
major role in the development of policy stream. The impact of PM
Koizumi’s administrative reform was not quickly reflected in the
policy process of low fertility policies.

In the second legalisation phase, the Cabinet Office and the Minister
of State for Measures for Declining Birthrate became the centre of
policy process. In the DPJ ruling period, low fertility policies were
taken as the most important policies by the government. But when
the policies were going for legalisation, inter-party negotiations and
act amendments became necessary in the ‘twisted’ Diet.

In the total strategy phase, which was equal in time to Abe's long-
term rule, two chief characteristics could be observed. One was that
the low fertility policies were attached to the total economic
strategic plans and the other was the even more centralised
executive dominance in the policy process.

Figure 3 The influential powers in different phases

Table 3 Central actors and patterns of policy making in different phases

• Conclusion

Through the analyses of the conversion processes of Japan’s low
fertility policies in different phases, this study finds that the
influence of the ‘politics stream’ in the policy window increases over
time, shifting the policy making from a ‘bureaucracy-led’ to a
‘cabinet-dominant’ pattern.

In addition, this study suggests that with the increased influence of
the ‘politics stream’, recent low fertility policies in Japan may have
fallen short of the convergence of the remaining ‘problem stream’
and ‘policy stream’ in the policy window.

Phase Central actor Policy making pattern

Beginning phase Ministry of Health and 

Welfare

Bureaucracy-led

First legalisation phase Ministry of Health, Labour 

and Welfare

Bureaucracy-led

Second legalisation phase Minister of State for Measures 

for Declining Birthrate

↓

Party leaders

Cabinet-dominant

↓

Inter-party negotiations

Total strategy phase Prime Minister Cabinet-dominant

Innovative policy plans Associated policy plans

Angel Plan (1994) Five-year Project for Urgent 

Childcare Measures (1994)

Basic Policy for Declining Birthrate 

Measures Promotion (1999)

New Angel Plan (1999)

Declining Birthrate 

Countermeasures Plus-One (2002)

Act on Advancement of Measures 

to Support Raising Next-Generation 

Children (2003)

Basic Act for Measures to Cope 

with Society with Declining 

Birthrate (2003)

Outline of Measures to Cope with 

Society with Declining Birthrate

(2004)

Children and Childrearing Support 

Plan (2004)

New Declining Birthrate

Countermeasures (2006)

Key Strategy for ‘Japan to Support 

Children and Families’ (2007)

Action Policy for Promoting Work-

life Balance (2007)

Children and Childrearing Vision 

(2010)

N/A

Three Children- and Childrearing-

Related Acts (2012)

Enforcement of Comprehensive 

Support System for Children and 

Childrearing (2015)

Extension of Act on Advancement 

of Measures to Support Raising 

Next-Generation Children (2015)

N/A

Phase Naming Policy plans

I Beginning 

Phase

Angel Plan (1994)

Five-year Project for Urgent Childcare Measures 

(1994)

Basic Policy for Declining Birthrate Measures 

Promotion (1999)

New Angel Plan (1999)

II First 

Legalisation 

Phase

Declining Birthrate Countermeasures Plus-One 

(2002)

Act on Advancement of Measures to Support 

Raising Next-Generation Children (2003)

Basic Act for Measures to Cope with Society with 

Declining Birthrate (2003)

Outline of Measures to Cope with Society with 

Declining Birthrate (2004)

Children and Childrearing Support Plan (2004)

III Second 

Legalisation 

Phase

New Declining Birthrate Countermeasures (2006)

Key Strategy for ‘Japan to Support Children and 

Families’ (2007)

Action Policy for Promoting Work-life Balance 

(2007)

Children and Childrearing Vision (2010)

Three Children- and Childrearing-Related Acts 

(2012)

IV Total

Strategy 

Phase

Towns, People and Jobs Creation Act (2014)

Outline of Measures to Cope with Society with 

Declining Birthrate (2015)

Extension of Act on Advancement of Measures to 

Support Raising Next-Generation Children (2015)

The Japan’s Plan for Dynamic Engagement of All 

Citizens (2016)

New Economic Policy Package (2017)


