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We have failed to stop the birthrate decline in spite of various countermeasures against 

the falling birthrate taken following the “1.57 shock” in 1989, when the Japanese birthrate 

hit its all time low, 1.57 children per woman. This is attributed not only to anxiety over 

childbirth and child-rearing, but also to uncertainty about future employment and income. 

The role of the Government is to create a society in which all couples who want to have 

children can increase the size of their families with a sense of reassurance without giving 

up childbearing due to concern over economic conditions and employment. The effective 

and focused implementation of countermeasures against the falling birthrate is necessary 

along with the realization of sustainable economic growth. 

 

1. Japan’s inability to stop the birthrate decline 

● Either-or choice: work or child-rearing 

- Would-be mothers often find it difficult to take parenting leaves for childbirth since few 

employers are willing to hire replacement workers.  

- Part-time workers and other non-regular workers find it very difficult to take parenting 

leaves for childbirth due to poor employment security. 

- The lack of a variety of working styles makes it difficult to achieve a balance between 

child-rearing and returning to work after childbirth. 

● Uniform, one-size-fits-all child-care services that cannot meet diverse needs 

- Shortage of child-care centers, particularly in urban areas. Limited child-care services 

available at night and on holidays. 

- Returning to work immediately after childbirth is not easy because applicants seeking public 

child care services find it difficult to apply for mid-year admission to public child-care 

Provisional Translation 



 2

centers and there are only limited short-time child care services available. 

- Lack of diversity in child-care services, including home-based child-care providers and 

certified “kodomo-en” early childhood care centers. 

● Anxieties surrounding childbirth 

- Shortage of obstetricians due to overwork and risks of potential lawsuits, etc. 

- Anxieties surrounding childbirth, including the cost burden associated with prenatal 

checkups and delivery expenses. 

- Anxiety about child-rearing due to isolated child-rearing environments 

● Low proportion of expenditures for family-support policy 

- Japan’s expenditures for family-support, as a proportion of overall social security spending, 

are smaller than those in other countries. 

<Reference: Best practices in other countries that can stop the birthrate decline> 

◊ France … Reduced working hours, a child-care provider system that compensates for the shortage of 

child-care centers, generous and finely-tuned child-care allowances, income tax breaks for child care, 

and other systems 

◊ Sweden …Wide availability of child-care leaves (for babies aged zero to one) and child-care centers 

(for children aged one and above), flexible working styles, including shorter working hours system for 

women returning to work after childbirth. 

◊ Britain … Company support for a better work-life balance, a child-care leave system for fathers, 

prolongation of paid pregnancy leaves, expansion of child-care services, etc. 

 

2. Seven recommendations to stop the birthrate decline 

<More diversified and extended child-care services> 

(1) Making a variety of child-care services available all over the country. 

The Government should streamline certification procedures for certified “kodomo-en” 

and cross-ministerial subsidies. It should also define the roles of the home-based 

child-care provider system and the day-care system and facilitate the use of these 

systems as soon as possible. 

(2) Admitting every child who needs public child-care service to child-care centers  

The Government should facilitate the establishment of child-care centers in urban areas 

where real estate is expensive, by, for example, reviewing the standards for establishing 



 3

child-care facilities. It should also improve the management efficiency of public child-care 

centers by promoting private consignment and transfer of the management of public 

child-care services to the private sector.. 

(3) Respecting service-users’ choice (Note) 

The Government should revise the existing system in which municipalities allocate child 

care seekers to specific child-care centers, and instead should establish a system that 

allows all people with children to choose child-care services by themselves. 

Note: Under the current system, municipalities have final discretion over to which child-care center 

children are assigned, after listening to applicants’ preferences. For this reason, there is limited 

competition among child-care centers, and municipalities tend to give lower priority to  

applicants for admission to child-care centers located in municipalities outside of the 

applicants’ areas of residence.  

 

<Effective economic support for childbirth and child-rearing> 

(4) Reducing cost burden for prenatal checkups 

The Government should examine the current prenatal checkup system and, if the system 

is found to be inadequate, should work out and implement new measures. (The 

Government should check whether free-of-charge prenatal checkups are provided by 

municipalities, conduct surveys on the opinions of pregnant women and of medical 

institutions, and verify whether public health insurance overseas covers the cost of 

prenatal checkups and delivery)  

(5) Redesigning child allowances and tax reductions for dependents  

The Government should review the way child allowances and tax reductions for 

dependents should function so as to achieve more effective systems with reduced 

revenue sources. The Government is to consider the possible introduction of a 

refundable tax credit system which will provide benefits seamlessly to taxpayers in 

accordance with their income levels, by looking at similar examples elsewhere. 

 

<More diversified working styles and a better work-life balance> 

(6) Promoting a better work-life balance through cooperation between private and public 

sectors 
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The high-level public-private council for the promotion of work-life balance should 

work out concrete measures to be taken by employers, including the introduction of 

short working hours systems and ‘teleworking,’ for encouraging flexible and diverse 

modes of working. 

(7) Taxation and social security conducive to diverse modes of working 

The Government should establish taxation and social security systems fair to every one 

regardless of working status, which will not negatively affect people’s willingness to 

work. 

 

3. Agenda for the future 

▪ The Government should promptly start deliberation on a comprehensive framework for 

measures to stop the falling birthrate based on a report by the Key Strategy Council for 

“Japan Supporting Children and Families,” and needs to formulate and present, by next 

spring, concrete plans to the public in an easy-to-understand, through close coordination 

with the soon-to-be-established National Commission of Social Security. 

 

▪ The Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy is to ask for the submission of interim 

reports from relevant parties and continuously discuss the issue.  All parties concerned 

are requested to report the progress of the implementations of measures for promoting a 

better work-life balance and of discussions at the high-level public-private council for the 

promotion of work-life balance. 


