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What is Required in Measures of  a “Different Dimension”  

Against the Declining Birthrate in Japan

The Children and Families Agency was launched 
on April 1, and keeping pace with that a draft proposal 
of measures to address the declining birthrate was an-
nounced on March 31. In addition to measures that are 
almost certain to be implemented such as lifting the 
target ratio for men taking childcare leave, the draft 
proposal also presented multiple measures to be exam-
ined from now including expansion of the child allow-
ance and insurance coverage for childbirth expenses 
(see Table). It appears that the government has stepped 
up its commitment. Prime Minister Kishida has stated 
that he wants to present a framework toward doubling 
the government’s budget for children in the future in 
the Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management 
and Reform (Basic Policy) to be compiled in June.

For Japan, which is facing fiscal difficulties, how-
ever, it is important that initiatives not only provide 
economic support but also strike a balance with 
strengthening non-economic support, and it is a prob-
lem to highlight a figure-driven stance such as “budget 
doubling.” So, to grasp the actual conditions of raising 
children and to consider what types of measures are 
needed, we focused on the transition in the time spent 
on household tasks (household chores, childcare, shop-
ping, etc.) at households where both parents work, 
which account for approximately two-thirds of the cou-
ples with children younger than six years old. Accord-
ing to the most recent data from 2021, the amount of 
time spent on household tasks by husbands was 115 
minutes per week, finally just barely surpassing 20% 
of the total time spent by couples (see Figure). It is also 
noteworthy that amid the decline in the number of chil-
dren per household, the amount of time that couples 
spend on raising children is far from declining, but 
rather has actually increased by around 70% from 15 

years ago (and now accounts for approximately 50% of 
the time spent on household tasks).

What this shows is the fact that the childcare bur-
den on mothers is increasing more and more. It must 
be said that if this point is not improved, the desire to 
have children will not increase. Everyone agrees that 
what is needed to reduce the burden is to revise the 
workstyles of men and women. But to date, the orienta-
tion toward arranging an environment where mothers 
can work the same as men may have been too strong. 
As things stand, regardless of how generous the eco-
nomic assistance becomes, the structure whereby 
working mothers are exhausted by the heavy burden 
of childcare at home will not change.

The countermeasures to the declining birthrate 
this time have been called “of a different dimension,” 
so the government needs to delve into this point and 
revise the workstyles of men. Specifically, what is re-
quired, for example, regarding men taking childcare 
leave is probably not just to boost the ratio but to set a 
target for the number of hours taken, and regarding 
benefits equivalent to take-home pay when couples 
take childcare leave, these should be raised to a level 
that results in an income increase, depending on how 
much childcare leave is taken by men. It is also impor-
tant to realize workstyle reform by reinforcing invest-
ment in digital transformation (DX), improve work effi-
ciency, and create time for couples to spend more 
hours on childcare together. In promoting countermea-
sures to the declining birthrate, attention should be 
paid to consistency and to the synergy effect with 
other centerpiece initiatives in this way. Furthermore, 
it is also essential to improve the corporate culture that 
prevents childcare leave by men from becoming estab-
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lished. The public and private sector initiatives need to 
be linked together to create an environment where 
young women who have not given birth would become 
positive toward childbirth and childcare.

The government already stated in the Basic Policy 
last June that it will advance wide-ranging examina-
tions regarding the stable funding sources required 
(for child policies) including how the cost burden is to 
be shared by the society as a whole while gaining the 
understanding of each segment of the people. The 
draft proposal this time lacked a sense of speed in that 
it left the discussion of funding sources as an issue for 
future consideration. In addition, when the discussion 
on funding sources does take place, it is critical to step 

into revision of the inequality that arises from the 
workstyles of men and women. The government 
should not hesitate to consider revisions of the national 
pension Category III insured persons system, covering 
the dependent spouses of company employees, which 
is viewed as an incentive for full-time housewives, and 
of corporate spouse allowances which place a cap on 
the income of the spouse.

We strongly expect the newly established “Council 
for Strategies for the Future of Children” to upgrade 
the draft proposal by June and clearly indicate the 
path to its concrete realization. As the population of 
women of childbearing age is rapidly decreasing, there 
is no time to waste.

 

 

Table: Points of  Measures against the Declining 
Birthrate in the Draft Proposal

Item

Expansion of  the 
child allowance

Elimination of  the income cap

Specific measures (Minutes)
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Source: Survey on Time Use and Leisure Activities by
              Ministry of  Internal Affairs and Communications.

Wife

Husband

Extension of  the payment period 
 (through high school graduation)
Increase of  the childbirth and childcare
lump sum grant (already implemented)
Examination of  insurance coverage for 
childbirth expenses

Introduction of  a deferred tuition 
payment system (master’s degree programs)

Priority entry to public housing, etc.
Mortgage interest rate burden 
reduction when acquiring housing

Introduction of  the “any child can 
attend preschool system” (tentative name)
Upgrade of  the staffing standards for 
nursery school teachers

Increase of  the target ratio for men taking 
childcare leave
Expansion of  the childcare leave benefits 
when men take childcare leave

Reduction of  the 
childbirth burden

Reduction of  the 
education burden

Housing support

Improvement of  the 
quality of  early childhood 
education and childcare

Childcare leave 
taken by men

Figure: Transition of Time Spent on Household 
Tasks at Households with Children Younger 
Than Six Where Both Parents Work
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