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descended  f r om h im.  The  exponent i a l  na tu re  o f  change  in  popu l a t i ons  means  tha t  even  

sma l l  changes  i n  g rowth  ra tes  can  p roduce  huge l y  d i f f e ren t  ou tcomes  tha t  we  wou ld  

never  imag ine .   

 

Japan’s  t o ta l  f e r t i l i t y  ra te  (TFR)  t oday  (2013)  i s  1 .43 ,  wh i ch  i s  be low rep la cemen t  

l eve l .  J apan  has  en te red  a  pe r i od  o f  l ong - te rm popu la t i on  dec l i ne ,  and  as  the  above  

cha r t  shows ,  J apan’s  t o t a l  popu la t i on  has  con t inued  to  f a l l  s i n ce  i t s  peak  i n  2010 .  

Japan  i s  p ro j ec ted  to  l o se  abou t  one- th i r d  o f  i t s  popu la t i on  ove r  t he  nex t  50  yea rs ,  and  

i n  a  cen tu r y ’s  t ime  i n  2110  i t  w i l l  have  sh runk  t o  one- th i rd  o f  i t s  popu l a t i on  t oday,  

mean ing  tha t  i t  w i l l  have  re tu rned  to  i t s  l eve l  o f  exac t l y  100  yea rs  ago  (dur i ng  the  l a te  

Me i j i  E ra ) .  V i ewed  in  te rms  o f  J apan ’s  popu la t i on  h i s to r y  ove r  t he  cen tu r i e s ,  th i s  w i l l  

cons t i tu te  an  ex t rao rd i na r i l y  rap i d  tu rnabout  w i thou t  p receden t ,  and  Japan  has  i n  

pa r t i cu l a r  never  be fo re  exper i enced  a  popu la t i on  dec l i ne  o f  the  magn i tude  tha t  i t  now  

fa ces .  Fu r the rmore ,  even  i f  a s  a  resu l t  o f  t h i s  dec l i ne  the  coun t r y ’s  popu la t i on  re tu rn s  

to  i t s  f o rmer  l eve l s  f r om a round  the  t ime  o f  the  Me i j i  Res to ra t i on ,  i t  w i l l  be  someth ing  

en t i r e l y  d i f f e r en t  i n  t e rms  o f  i t s  s t ru c tu re  –  i t  w i l l  be  a  “supe r -aged”  popu la t i on ,  w i th  

o l de r  and  e l de r l y  peop le  (65  yea rs  and  o lde r )  mak ing  up  40% o f  the  popu la t i on ,  wh i l e  

the  popu l a t i on  o f  ch i l d ren  (aged  0 -14  yea rs )  w i l l  be  l e ss  than  one- ten th .   

 

Th i s  dec l i ne  i n  popu l a t i on ,  wh i ch  has  a l r eady  begun ,  w i l l  o ccu r  ove r  the  cou rse  o f  100  

yea r s  –  a  ve r y  sho r t  l eng th  o f  t ime  in  h i s t o r i c a l  demograph i c  t e rms  –  and  i s  p red i c ted  

to  have  ma jo r  consequences .  There  i s  a  cha rac te r i s t i c  o f  popu la t i on  known  as  “ i ne r t i a”,  

o r  “popu la t i on  momentum”,  and  i t  w i l l  p l ay  a  ma jo r  r o l e  i n  th i s  t rans fo rmat i on  o f  

Japan’s  popu la t i on .  Popu l a t i on  momentum i s  an  ex t reme l y  impor tan t  e l ement  t o  

cons i de r  i n  any  d i s cuss i on  o f  popu l a t i on  i s sues .  Pu t  s imp ly,  popu l a t i on  momentum 

means  tha t  once  a  popu la t i on  s t a r t s  t o  g row,  i t  t akes  a  l ong  t ime  to  s t op  g row ing ,  and  

s im i l a r l y  once  i t  goes  i n to  reve rse  and  s t a r t s  to  f a l l ,  i t  doesn ’ t  s top  f a l l i ng  any  t ime  

soon .   

 



Popu la t i on  t r ends  a re  de te rm ined  by  b i r t hs  and  dea ths .  Based  on  i t s  mor ta l i t y  ra te  

today,  J apan’s  TFR  i s  a round  2 .08  where  the  l eve l  o f  i t s  b i r ths  i s  such  tha t  i t s  

l ong - te rm popu l a t i on  ne i the r  g rows  nor  dec l i nes .   

 

The  b i r t h  ra te  i n  many  deve lop ing  coun t r i e s  t oday  i s  h igher  t han  the i r  popu l a t i on  

rep l acement  l eve l .  I n  a  coun t r y  w i th  th i s  l eve l  o f  popu l a t i on  g rowth ,  even  i f  i t s  b i r th  

ra te  were  t o  d rop  t o  the  popu l a t i on  rep l acement  l eve l ,  the  s i ze  o f  i t s  popu la t i on  wou ld  

no t  s tab i l i ze  immed ia te l y  –  i t  wou ld  keep ing  g row ing  f o r  many  more  yea rs ,  i n  the  end  

expand ing  t o  a  cons i de rab l y  l a rge  s i ze .  Th i s  i s  the  phenomenon  o f  “popu la t i on  

momentum”  a t  work .   

 

Th i s  o ccu r s  because  so  l ong  as  a  coun t r y ’s  b i r th  ra te  con t inues  t o  exceed  i t s  

popu l a t i on  rep la cement  l eve l ,  even  i f  tha t  coun t r y ’s  TFR  were  t o  f a l l  t o  i t s  rep la cemen t  

l eve l ,  a l l  t hose  b i r t h s  t o  tha t  t ime  w i l l  g i ve  the  coun t r y  a  popu la t i on  s t ruc tu re  

dom ina ted  by  young  peop le ,  who  in  t u rn  w i l l  r each  r ep roduc t i ve  age  and  have  the i r  

own  ch i l d r en .  So  even  i f  t he  coun t r y ’s  pe r  cap i t a  b i r th  ra te  i s  a t  rep l acement  l eve l ,  i t s  

popu l a t i on  w i l l  con t i nue  t o  expand  s imp l y  because  t he  pa ramete r  i s  so  l a rge .  Tha t  i s  

the  ve r y  r eason  why  Japan ’s  popu l a t i on  con t i nued  to  expand  r i gh t  up  un t i l  2010  

desp i t e  the  f ac t  tha t  i t s  popu l a t i on  r ep l acement  l e ve l  d ropped  be low 2 .08  i n  1974  and  

con t i nued  to  f a l l  i n  t he  more  than  th i r t y  yea r s  tha t  f o l l owed .   

 

F i gu re  2  shows  how Japan’s  popu la t i on  wou ld  have  g rown  i f  i t s  b i r th  ra t e  had  reached  

rep l acement  l eve l  i n  o the r,  d i f f e ren t  yea r s .  Th i s  shows  tha t  even  i f  the  popu l a t i on  

rega ins  the  rep l acement  l eve l  i n  a  pa r t i cu l a r  yea r,  the  f i gu re  w i l l  no t  s t ay  cons tan t  a t  

the  l eve l  a t  t ha t  t ime  –  the  popu la t i on  w i l l  c on t inue  t o  g row  fo r  some  t ime  and  

converge  t o  a  ce r t a i n  po in t  on l y  a f te r  hav ing  reached  a  cons i de rab l y  h i gh  l eve l .   
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Th i s  i s  oppos i t e  to  t he  mechan i sm a f f e c t i ng  deve l op ing  coun t r i e s ,  where  even  i f  t he  

b i r t h  ra te  were  t o  f a l l ,  the i r  popu la t i ons  wou ld  con t inue  to  i n c rease .  G i ven  the  

connec t i on  be tween  popu l a t i on  s t ruc tu re  and  b i r t h  ra te ,  i t  means  tha t  i n  J apan ,  i ne r t i a  

towards  dec l i ne  has  taken  ho l d .  Th i s  i s  c a l l ed  “nega t i ve  popu la t i on  momentum.”   

 

I f  no  measures  a re  t aken  to  address  the  cu r ren t  s i t ua t i on  and  Japan ’s  b i r th  ra te  

con t i nues  to  be  l ow,  Japan  w i l l  exper i ence  a  mass i ve  popu la t i on  dec l i ne  as  shown  i n  

F ig .  1 .  The  ag ing  o f  Japan’s  popu la t i on  tha t  re su l t ed  f rom i t s  demograph i c  t rans i t i on  

can  be  desc r i bed  as  e ssen t i a l  f o r  the  coun t r y ’s  sus ta inab le  deve lopment ,  and  can  a l so  

be  seen  as  the  pos i t i ve  ou t come o f  a l l  t he  work  pu t  i n  by  i t s  po l i cymake rs  i n  the  pas t .  

However,  t oo  rap i d  an  ag ing  p rocess  and  popu l a t i on  dec l i ne  w i l l  depr i ve  Japan  o f  t he  

phys i ca l  r e sou rces  and  response  capab i l i t i e s  i t  w i l l  need  t o  manage  those  i s sues .  The  

government  i s  a l r eady  pu t t i ng  toge the r  va r i ous  p roposa l s ;  bu t  i n  rea l i t y,  un less  i t  a ims  

fo r  popu l a t i on  s tab i l i t y  by  modera t i ng  th i s  s teep  dec l i ne  th rough  po l i c i e s  no t  j us t  f o r  

dea l i ng  w i th  an  ag ing  popu la t i on  bu t  a l so  t o  re s to r e  the  b i r th  ra t e ,  Japan  w i l l  no t  be  

i n  a  pos i t i on  to  ma in ta in  l e t  a l one  ra i s e  i t s  c i t i z ens ’  i nd i v i dua l  we l l -be ing .   

 

Compared  to  o the r  d i s c i p l i nes ,  popu l a t i on  i s  an  a rea  whe re  s t a t i s t i ca l  p ro j ec t i ons  

become rea l i t y  w i th  a  cons i de rab le  l eve l  o f  p robab i l i t y  –  i n  o the r  words ,  whe re  the  

fu tu re  can  i ndeed  be  mos t l y  p red i c t ed  by  measur ing  the  p resen t .  We  fa ce  a  number  o f  

needs :  t o  i n f o rm the  Japanese  peop le  more  c l ea r l y  abou t  the  com ing  t rans fo rmat i on  o f  

the  coun t r y ’s  popu la t i on ;  t o  exam ine  how Japan  i s  go i ng  t o  l ook  i n  the  fu tu re ;  and ,  on  

the  bas i s  o f  tha t  examina t i on ,  to  th ink  abou t  the  po l i c i e s  t o  adop t  f o r  dea l i ng  w i th  an  

ag ing  popu la t i on  and  a  l ow  b i r th  ra te .   
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