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Japanese Liberal Democratic Party Support and the
Gender Gap: A New Approach
DANIEL P. ALDRICH

AND

RIEKO KAGE*

Scholars have argued that there is a broad gender gap in support for the long-ruling Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) in Japan. We uncover strong evidence that age, rather than gender, along
with rural or urban location, serves as the most critical determinant of party support. Through logistic
regression, propensity score matching and simulation techniques applied to four large-scale datasets;
we demonstrate that age effects are consistent but slowly diminishing across cohorts between the
mid-1970s and the early 2000s. As Japanese women and men age, they come to support the LDP at
similar rates controlling for education, income and other demographic factors. We argue that this age
gap is a result of socialization and redistribution and not educational levels or socio-economic status,
as is often suggested.

The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP, Jiyuminshut%
o) has dominated Japan’s political
%
landscape since shortly after the Second World War. While it has suffered the occasional
defeat – most notably when many of its top members defected in the early 1990s and more
recently in the summer of 2009 – the LDP has been the perennial winner, sparking a
tremendous amount of research on the reasons for its success.1 Scholars have pointed to the
LDP’s skill in catering to the needs of both rural and urban voters when electoral imperatives
shifted as the reason for its success;2 others have underlined the opposition parties’ failure at
the local level as an explanation for the opposition parties remaining weak at the national
level.3 Despite this long-term success, researchers have seen cracks in the support for the
LDP due to ‘gender gaps’ between women’s and men’s support for the party,4 differences
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in political judgement of scandals5 and qualitatively different perspectives on political
participation.6
This article makes three contributions to research on the LDP’s electoral dominance.
First, despite claims that there is a gender gap in support for the LDP – that is, the idea
that men support the party more than women7 – we demonstrate that age, not sex,
serves as a consistently better predictor of support for the dominant party in Japan. As
a result, theories about a ‘rising tide’ of general socio-economic development bringing
in more female support for progressive parties are not supported by these results.8
Secondly, using data from the 1970s through to the early 2000s, we show that this
age gap in LDP support is stable across generations but at monotonically and slowly
decreasing levels; that is, elderly voters in more recent times continue to overwhelmingly
support the LDP compared with similar, younger voters polled at the same time but at
lower rates than elderly voters in the past. This ﬁnding has obvious implications for
future electoral politics in Japan and provides an additional level of explanation for the
electoral failure of the LDP in recent elections. Thirdly, and ﬁnally, we argue that the
decreasing age gap in support for the LDP comes from processes of socialization and
redistribution, and not from levels of education or socio-economic status. In making
this argument, we use simulations of our data to challenge current paradigms of
socialization which focus on early parts of the lifecycle – ages eighteen to twenty-ﬁve9 –
and demonstrate that socialization takes place far later, often during the ‘twilight’ of
voters’ lives.10
These ﬁndings are important for a number of reasons. First, our results concerning
party support shed light on the LDP’s declining fortunes at the polls in recent years,
including the upper house elections of 2007, the summer 2009 Tokyo municipal elections
and, most importantly, the 2009 general election. Studies continue to show that party
support still serves as the best predictor of voting patterns in Japan,11 although the
percentage of independents in Japan is high compared to most industrialized countries.
Next, our ﬁndings underscore the need for social scientists to cross-check standard
regression analyses using all available tools to illuminate potential problems in relying
5
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only upon observational, as opposed to experimental or quasi-experimental, data.12
Finally, at the theoretical level, this article pushes social scientists to look for evidence of
socialization, not just in the ‘formative’ stages of early adulthood but also in later years,
which has received far less scholarly attention.
The article proceeds in three steps. As no single method can illuminate all of the puzzles
in the data, we move between standard regression analysis and propensity score matching
(PSM) in our analysis.13 First, we lay out past theories concerning gender and age gaps in
LDP support and use PSM on four datasets to systematically test these arguments,
discovering that age, not sex – along with urban/rural location – is most critical. Then, we
use simulations with conﬁdence intervals based on logistic maximum likelihood models to
demonstrate the movement of these age gaps over time. The quasi-experimental approach
of PSM uses a pre-processed dataset to underscore which factors have robust inﬂuence on
party support – namely age, not sex. With this information, we move to simulations with
conﬁdence intervals based on logistic regressions to demonstrate the probability that voters
will support the LDP across a wide range of the independent variable of interest: age. These
simulations provide intuitive visual representations which show not only the magnitude of
the effect of age but also our uncertainty concerning these predictions. We envision the two
methods as complementary, and not at odds with each other; both help us clarify the role
that age plays in support of the long-dominant party in Japan. Finally, we show which
theories explaining voter behaviour best match the results of our analyses.

GENDER VERSUS AGE GAP IN PARTY SUPPORT

Standard party identiﬁcation (ID) literature identiﬁes sex as a critical component in
support, especially in advanced industrial democracies such as Japan and the United States.
According to Inglehart and Norris,14 Japan exhibits the largest gender gap in voting
patterns among advanced industrialized countries, with many more women voting to the
left than to the right. Studies of the United States electorate have often noted the growing
‘gender gap’ in partisan identiﬁcation between women and men over the last few decades.15
That is, women in North America increasingly are, and also vote, Democratic, while men
increasingly support and vote for the Republicans. Burden similarly describes a party ID
gap in the Japanese electorate where men, more than women, support the dominant LDP.16
12

Paul R. Rosenbaum and Donald B. Rubin, ‘The Central Role of the Propensity Score in
Observational Studies for Causal Effects’, Biometrika, 70 (1983), 41–55; and Paul Rosenbaum and
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years, this would create samples too small for high quality matches. For these reasons, we employ
standard logistic regression techniques alongside PSM.
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441–63.
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Gap’, Public Opinion Quarterly, 72 (2008), 55–75.
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Explanations that have been offered for this supposed gap are often rooted in
psychosocial conditions. LeBlanc argues that the ‘weight of perceived obligation to family
and the nurturing role of the housewife’ impede standard forms of participation in
the Japanese political arena.17 When Japanese women participate in political activities,
their party support and mode of involvement differ signiﬁcantly from their male
counterparts.18 One standard approach suggests that these outcomes are a result of
women being socialized into more ‘caring’ orientations and therefore identifying more
with ‘caring parties’.19 In the United States, the Democratic Party is often labelled as the
‘caring party’, while in Japan, the opposition parties are often seen as ‘softer’ than the
pragmatic LDP.20
Another approach argues that women support political parties which redistribute to
underprivileged groups within society at greater rates – such as the Democratic Party in
the United States and the Communist and Social Democratic Party in Japan.21 A third
argument is that women and men care about different issues, with women caring more
about social welfare, education and the environment and men caring more about
administrative reform, the ﬁscal deﬁcit and defence issues.22 Similarly, studies have
underscored that women are more reluctant to support the use of force in international
relations; this steers them away from the Republicans and towards the Democratic Party
in the United States.23 Taken altogether, there is a great deal of scholarship arguing for
gender gaps in party support.
However, recent scholarship has also argued against a gender gap in party support in
Japan. Iversen and Rosenbluth,24 for instance, report that the gender gaps in political
preferences in Southern European and East Asian countries, including Japan, are the
smallest among industrialized countries because labour market regulations protect families,
legislation and norms dictate against divorce, and female labour participation rates are low.
All of these factors, they argue, help to align the preferences of women and men. In
17
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19
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Contribution of Women’s Thinking to Psychological Theory and Education (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1988).
20
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to the right of the DPJ. See Masaki Taniguchi, Hideaki Uenohara and Shiro Sakaiya, ‘Who Ended the
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21
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23
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Approval,’ American Journal of Political Science, 32 (1988), 19–49.
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addition, some research – based on quantitative evidence – has criticized the idea that
women and men in Japan view politics differently and participate in them differently.25
Furthermore, beyond gender-based approaches, scholars have begun to recognize
that age differences in behavioural and voting patterns may matter more than sex.
Susan Pharr, for example, underscored differences in policy interests between older and
younger women in Japan.26 Robert Putnam, in his discussion of civil society and
volunteerism, marked a difference between younger and older citizens in their willingness
to contribute to society.27 Similarly, Aldrich and Kage illuminated how age, more
than gender, played a role in the propensity for citizens to judge political scenarios as
ethical or not.28 Thus, there is considerable disagreement among scholars on the extent to
which the factors of gender and/or age shape support for the LDP. This article seeks to
contribute to this debate by drawing on four large-scale datasets created over the past
three decades.
DATA

Throughout this analysis, we utilize four large-scale national surveys conducted in Japan
between 1976 and 2001, analysing each dataset separately. The 1976 JABISS Survey (the
Japan Election Study), conducted between November and December of 1976, used a twostage stratiﬁed random sampling method and captured 1,796 valid responses. The 1993
Clean Election League (CEL) Survey, conducted between July and August of 1993, used a
stratiﬁed, two-tiered random sampling method and obtained 2,301 valid responses. The
1996 Japanese Elections and Democracy Study (JEDS 1996) survey was conducted in
October 1996 by Chuo Chosa
% Sha company throughout Japan via a three-stage stratiﬁed
sampling method and obtained 1,535 valid responses. Finally, the 2001 Japanese
Elections and Democracy Study (JEDS 2001), conducted between October and
November of 2000, used a two-stage stratiﬁed random sampling method and obtained
1,618 valid responses.
Using multiple large-N surveys asking the same questions over time allows us to explore
two issues: ﬁrst, whether sex-based or age-based differences in support for the LDP exist
and persist over time and, secondly, whether any existing age-related differences reﬂect
life-cycle effects or generational effects. Scholars have demonstrated three main types
of discontinuities that can divide or unify a parental from a youth generation. These are
generational effects; in which the two generations begin ‘apart’ on an issue and remain
that way; life-cycle effects, with the younger generation converging on the positions of the
older as it ages; and period effects, in which events affect both generations simultaneously
so that they move congruently over time.29 Since our datasets include individuals
who were born as early as the late 1800s and as late as 1970, we are well situated to
investigate the ways in which cohort effects and life-cycle effects have an impact on levels
of party support.
25

Gill Steel, ‘Gender and Political Behavior in Japan,’ Social Science Japan Journal, 7 (2004), 223–44.
Susan Pharr, ‘ ‘‘Moralism’’ and the Gender Gap’.
27
Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2000).
28
Aldrich and Kage, ‘Mars and Venus at Twilight’.
29
M. Kent Jennings and Richard Niemi, ‘Continuity and Change in Political Orientations:
A Longitudinal Study of Two Generations’, American Political Science Review, 9 (1975), 1316–35,
at p. 1318.
26
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PROPENSITY SCORE MATCHING

To overcome methodological hurdles which may have biased past research, we use several
strategies alongside standard regression models when analysing our data: Propensity
Score Matching (PSM), average treatment effects (ATE) and simulation techniques
employing conﬁdence intervals. We employ PSM because these datasets, like the majority
of datasets employed by social scientists, are observational as opposed to experimental.
As researchers, we did not assign individual respondents in these four surveys their sex,
level of education, income and so on. Instead, we are analysing data that is observational
(and not experimental), and, as such, may have underlying connections between the
variables. As a result of this lack of randomization, causal analyses based on comparisons
between those units ‘may be misleading because the units exposed to one treatment
generally differ systematically from the units exposed to the other treatment’.30 John
Stuart Mill, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, recognized this problem when he
stated that ‘Observation, in short, without experimentation y cannot prove causation’.31
Rosenbaum and Rubin point out that running standard regression analyses on
unmatched, non-randomized datasets can lead to biased estimators.32
One ﬁx for the problem of a lack of randomization in observational datasets is
balancing those units that received the treatment with those that did not through preprocessing or matching.33 Like J. S. Mill’s method of difference, the goal of matching is
‘to construct a control group as similar to the treatment group as possible’;34 the
treatment group is made up of units exposed to the condition, while the control group –
quite similar in every other way – did not. Matching can be done using a propensity
score, which is the probability of receiving the treatment based on the values of the
other covariates.35 Given the binary nature of the response to questions concerning
respondents’ sex, we use sex as a ‘treatment’ and balance all other relevant covariates –
education, income, location and so on – so that the women and men being compared are
as similar as possible in all ways except for their gender. Matching in effect creates a
pseudo ‘twin study’ by tossing out observations which are measurably different along the
axes being compared to create two quite similar groups of respondents.
Figure 1 shows how important matching is in creating a balanced dataset, as those
older respondents in the 1976 JABISS survey displayed certain characteristics – such as
levels of education and income – which were measurably different from those who were
younger. The images are kernel density plots of the propensity scores – the probability
that an observation would be exposed to a treatment such as placement in an urban or
rural location – before and after matching. The upper graph illustrates how different the
two distributions are before the matching process, while the bottom graph displays how
30

Rosenbaum and Rubin, ‘The Central Role of the Propensity Score’, p. 42.
Paul W. Holland, ‘Statistics and Causal Inference (with Discussion)’, Journal of the American
Statistical Association, 81(1986), 945–60, at p. 950.
32
Rosenbaum and Rubin, ‘Constructing a Control Group Using Multivariate Matched Sampling
Methods’.
33
Boniface Essama-Nssah, ‘Propensity Score Matching and Policy Impact Analysis: A Demonstration
in Eviews’ (World Bank Policy Research Working Paper, No. 3877 B, 2006).
34
Kosuke Imai, ‘Do Get-Out-The-Vote Calls Reduce Turnout? The Importance of Statistical Methods
for Field Experiments’, American Political Science Review, 99 (2005), 283–300, at p. 294.
35
Paul R. Rosenbaum and Donald B. Rubin, ‘Reducing Bias in Observational Studies Using
Subclassiﬁcation on the Propensity Score’, Journal of the American Statistical Association, 79, No. 387
(1984), 516–24.
31
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Fig. 1. Sample distributions of propensity scores for treatment and control groups before and after preprocessing (JABISS 1976)

they become almost identical;36 the better the overlay between the two ‘mountains’, the
more similar the observations in the treated and untreated groups. These graphs
underscore the dangers of easily accepting the results of standard regression analyses
comparing treatment and control groups that may be quite different.37
In carrying out our PSM and ATE analyses, we matched on all variables except for the
quantity of interest using various matching techniques, including exact one-to-one
matching and nearest neighbour matching (results varied only slightly across matching
approaches). Testing the ATE for individual variables requires dichotomous treatments,
and therefore the variables sex and urban/rural were maintained as binary category
variables while the responses for age were dichotomized at the mean of each dataset (for
example, 42 years in the JABISS 1976 dataset, 49 for the 1993 CEL dataset, and so on).
36

Imai, ‘Do Get-Out-The-Vote Calls Reduce Turnout?’, p. 297.
Diagnostics for all four dataset investigations – including histograms showing the balance of treated
and untreated observations – are available from the authors upon request; they have been omitted here
for the sake of space.
37
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TABLE

1

JABISS 1976 Logit Model Coefﬁcients

Logit Model: JABISS
1976 Support for LDP

Coefﬁcient

SE

T

P.t

Low CI

High CI

Age
Sex
Education
Income
Urban/Rural
Age 3 Sex Interaction
Constant

0.025
20.060
20.143
0.020
20.650
0.002
21.455

0.005
0.364
0.086
0.025
0.118
0.008
0.330

4.720
20.160
21.670
0.770
25.500
0.220
24.400

0.000
0.869
0.095
0.442
0.000
0.829
0.000

0.015
20.773
20.311
20.030
20.882
20.013
22.103

0.036
0.654
0.025
0.069
20.418
0.016
20.807

Note: In these tables, SE 5 Standard Error, CI 5 Conﬁdence Interval.

Once we have used PSM and ATE methods to isolate the inﬂuence of critical variables, we
then show how age – which proved a robust factor in the four datasets – inﬂuences LDP
party support across its full range of values through simulations.
AGE AND GENDER GAP FINDINGS

Using the 1976 JABISS dataset, a standard logit regression model measuring the impact
of a number of factors on support (or non-support) for the LDP demonstrated that age
and urban/rural were both signiﬁcant at the 0.001 level.38 Sex, education, income and an
interaction term between sex and age did not prove to be measurably signiﬁcant using
this method of analysis (see Table 1 for a list of coefﬁcient estimators). Correlations
between the variables of age, income and rural/urban location were quite low, with the
highest correlation of 20.1 occurring between urban/rural and age (meaning that older
individuals at that time were slightly less likely to live in urban settings). Moving beyond
this standard approach based on regression analyses, propensity matching scores with
ATE conﬁrmed the ﬁndings from the logistic regressions: sex failed to have a signiﬁcant
impact on LDP support.39 PSM methods with ATE also conﬁrmed the logistic regression
outcomes by showing that both age and urban/ rural location were measurably signiﬁcant
(at the 0.001 level); individuals who were older were more likely to vote for the LDP, as
were individuals living in rural areas (see Table 2). This ﬁrst dataset supports age and
location as predictors of LDP support, but not education, gender or income (or an
interaction between gender and age).
For the data from the 1993 CEL national survey, a standard logit model measuring
the impact of various factors on LDP support found almost all of the covariates to
be signiﬁcant with the exception of sex and an interaction term between sex and age
38

For all four datasets, the survey instrument asked the respondent to choose which, if any, political
party they supported, from a list of all (then) contemporary parties in Japan; respondents could also
respond that they supported no party, or did not know.
39
It is important to note that propensity score matching and standard regression may indeed lead to
similar estimations of the inﬂuence of variables, depending on the make-up and size of the original
observational dataset. With these JABISS 1976 data, as mentioned, neither method found support for the
argument that gender measurably inﬂuenced party choice. In the 1993 CEL data, both methods ﬁnd no
support for sex as a critical factor in party support, while in the 1996 JEDS data both methods found
support for age, and so on.
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TABLE

2

Average Treatment Effect of Sex, Age (Dichotomized at Mean) and
Rural/Urban Location on LDP Support, JABISS 1976

JABISS 1976 LDP support
ATE from Sex
ATE from Age
ATE from Urban/Rural

TABLE

3

Age
Sex
Education
Income
Urban/Rural
Age 3 Sex Interaction
Constant

4

Coefﬁcient

SE

z

P.z

Low CI

High CI

0.009
0.129
20.105

0.030
0.038
0.030

0.300
3.410
23.550

0.764
0.001
0.000

20.050
0.055
20.163

0.068
0.203
20.047

CEL 1993 Logit Model Coefﬁcients

Logit Model: CEL 1993
Support for LDP

TABLE

9

Coefﬁcient

SE

t

P.t

Low CI

High CI

0.020
20.300
20.161
0.174
20.892
20.001
20.037

0.010
0.576
0.076
0.037
0.165
0.012
0.515

2.120
20.520
22.110
4.700
25.410
20.050
20.070

0.034
0.603
0.035
0.000
0.000
0.963
0.943

0.002
21.429
20.311
0.101
21.215
20.024
21.046

0.039
0.830
20.012
0.246
20.569
0.022
0.973

Average Treatment Effect of Sex, Age (Dichotomized at Mean) and
Urban/Rural Location on LDP Support, CEL 1993

CEL 1993 LDP support

Coefﬁcient

SE

z

P.z

Low CI

High CI

ATE from Sex
ATE from Age
ATE from Urban/Rural

20.057
0.027
20.168

0.051
0.052
0.039

21.100
0.520
24.260

0.270
0.606
0.000

20.157
20.075
20.245

0.044
0.128
20.091

(see Table 3 for coefﬁcient estimators). As with the 1976 dataset, PSM conﬁrmed the
argument that sex was not an important factor in LDP party support (with a p value of
0.27); see Table 4. At the same time, PSM found that rural/urban location proved
signiﬁcant (at the 0.001 level) using ATE but age was insigniﬁcant by conventional
standards. Correlations between core variables were again quite low; for this dataset, the
highest value (of 0.1) was between age and income (indicating that older respondents in
this dataset were slightly more likely to be wealthier).
For the 1996 JEDS data, the results of the standard logit model showed that while sex
and the majority of other variables were not signiﬁcant factors in determining support for
the LDP, age again was (see Table 5 for the estimated coefﬁcients). PSM and ATE
analysis showed that neither sex nor urban/rural location had a signiﬁcant impact on
support for the LDP, but age did (see Table 6). Here again, both statistical approaches
conﬁrm that older voters were more likely to support the LDP than their quite similar but
younger counterparts at the same time. As in previous datasets, correlations between
variables of interest were low, with the highest of 20.1 between age and income (meaning
that for these respondents, the elderly were slightly less likely to have greater wealth).

10
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5

JEDS 1996 Logit Model Coefﬁcients

Logit Model: JEDS 1996
LDP support
Coefﬁcient
Age
Sex
Education
Income
Urban/Rural
Age 3 Sex Interaction
Constant

TABLE

6

0.050
0.787
20.243
0.076
20.148
20.010
23.625

SE

t

P.t

Low CI

High CI

0.009
0.644
0.214
0.042
0.150
0.012
0.567

5.360
1.220
21.140
1.830
20.980
20.820
26.400

0.000
0.222
0.256
0.067
0.325
0.412
0.000

0.032
20.475
20.661
20.005
20.442
20.033
24.736

0.069
2.049
0.176
0.158
0.146
0.013
22.515

Average Treatment Effect of Sex, Age and Urban/Rural Location on LDP
Support, JEDS 1996

JEDS 1996 LDP support

Coefﬁcient

SE

z

P.z

Low CI

High CI

ATE from Sex
ATE from Age
ATE from Urban/Rural

0.035
0.208
20.048

0.040
0.034
0.035

0.880
6.090
21.380

0.381
0.000
0.168

20.043
0.141
20.117

0.113
0.275
0.020

TABLE
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JEDS 2001 Logit Model Coefﬁcients

Logit Model: JEDS 2001
LDP support
Coefﬁcient
Age
Sex
Education
Income
Urban/Rural
Age x Sex Interaction
Constant

0.024
20.060
20.247
0.087
20.582
0.007
21.598

SE

t

P.t

Low CI

High CI

0.007
0.517
0.193
0.053
0.157
0.009
0.446

3.510
20.120
21.280
1.650
23.710
0.710
23.580

0.000
0.907
0.199
0.098
0.000
0.475
0.000

0.010
21.072
20.625
20.016
20.889
20.012
22.472

0.037
0.952
0.130
0.191
20.275
0.025
20.723

For the 2001 JEDS dataset, the standard logistic regression produced signiﬁcant
coefﬁcients for age and urban/rural location (at the 0.001 levels; see Table 7 for coefﬁcient
estimators). While the logistic regression failed to ﬁnd a relationship between sex and
party support, PSM and ATE found a weak relationship (with a p value of 0.014). On the
other hand, age and urban/rural locations remained powerful forces behind LDP support,
as indicated by propensity matching scores and ATE (with p values close to 0.001; see
Table 8). For the 2001 dataset, the highest correlation between variables was 20.2 and
that occurred between age and income (indicating, as with the 1996 data, that older
respondents were somewhat poorer than younger respondents).
For the majority of these datasets, age, not sex, proved to be the best predictor of
support for the LDP in paired comparisons between quite similar voters. Neither the
education variable nor the sex variable proved a consistent, statistically signiﬁcant factor
in LDP support across the four datasets (although education did surface in the 1993 CEL
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Average Treatment Effect of Sex on LDP Support, JEDS 2001

JEDS 2001 LDP support

Coefﬁcient

SE

z

P.z

Low CI

High CI

ATE from Sex
ATE from Age
ATE from Urban/Rural

0.093
0.151
20.142

0.038
0.033
0.045

2.460
4.570
23.150

0.014
0.000
0.002

0.019
0.086
20.230

0.167
0.215
20.054

regressions with a p-value of 0.035 and a relatively small estimated coefﬁcient), while the
rural/urban variable did for both methods in all datasets and with higher estimated
coefﬁcients, meaning that this variable had more measurable impact on party support.
These ﬁndings about the location of the voter support well-known, standard arguments
that the LDP worked to redistribute goods to the periphery – namely rural cities, villages
and towns.40 Our ﬁndings for age and sex – which counter arguments made in the past
about a ‘gender gap’ – move us to investigate the role of age in party support over time
more deeply.

CONSISTENCY OF THE AGE GAP: SIMULATION AND CONFIDENCE INTERVALS

Having established that age, not sex, most consistently predicts support for the LDP over
the four datasets, we now move to illuminate how the intensity of party support changes
with age and with different generations. To give more detail about the relationship
between our quantities of interest, we go beyond standard tables of coefﬁcient estimators
and use conﬁdence intervals (CI) and simulation. Conﬁdence intervals allow investigators
to ‘express the appropriate degree of certainty around y quantities’ while simulation
techniques allow us to ‘extract the currently overlooked information’ and ‘interpret and
present it in a reader friendly manner’.41 In simulation, we ‘learn about a distribution by
taking random draws from it’. Once we have taken the random draws, we can use them to
approximate a feature of the distribution.42 Our quantity of interest is the predicted
probability that an individual will support the LDP based on his or her age; by carrying
out this analysis across all four datasets, we can pinpoint generational shifts in support.
Building on the results from the PSM and ATE, we conducted a quantitative analysis
using a logistic regression model to show the magnitude of the effect of age on LDP party
support, controlling for education, income and place of residence (urban or rural).
Respondents indicated that they supported the LDP (1) or some other or no other party
(0). In our logit model, the probability of supporting the LDP is E(Yi) 5 pi, an intuitive
quantity of interest. We estimated this probability, and the uncertainty surrounding it,
across the age range (18 to 90 years in most of our datasets) while holding other variables
at their means. We repeated the expected value algorithm M 5 1,000 times to
approximate a 95 per cent conﬁdence interval probability around our predictions.
Here, a 95 per cent conﬁdence interval indicates that if we could, in real life, raise or lower
40

Calder, Crisis and Compensation.
Gary King, Michael Tomz and Jason Wittenberg, ‘Making the Most of Statistical Analyses:
Improving Interpretation and Presentation’, American Journal of Political Science, 44 (2000), 347–61,
at p. 347.
42
Michael Tomz and Jason Wittenberg, ‘Interpreting and Presenting Statistical Results’ (short course
presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, Atlanta , 1999), p. 11.
41
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Fig. 2. Older women and men more likely to support the LDP (JABISS 1976)

the age of respondents and measure their support for the LDP, after 1,000 such trials their
support would fall within these boundaries. Overall, the results demonstrate consistent
but monotonically declining support among older voters.
Figure 2 uses the JABISS 1976 dataset and demonstrates through simulation techniques
and conﬁdence intervals that the age of the respondent was a powerful factor in
determining support for the LDP. In this ﬁgure representing the predicted probability of
party support, and all of those which follow, we held all of the covariates – education,
income, location in a rural or urban setting, and so on – at their means except for age,
which ranged between 18 and 90. Where the vertical bars are longer, we have less
conﬁdence in our predictions, generally because we have fewer observations of that age in
our dataset. Where the vertical bars – the conﬁdence intervals – are smaller, we are surer
of our predictions. This ﬁgure predicts that after the age of 60, women and men are twice
as likely to support the LDP (between 60 and 80 per cent more likely) as those
respondents between the ages of 20 and 30 (between 23 and 39 per cent more likely to do
so). The average predicted probability of supporting the LDP for the oldest members of
the sample hovers around 75 per cent.
We now move forward in time to the 1993 data. Figure 3 uses the 1993 CEL dataset and
demonstrates the strong relationship between age and support for the LDP, holding all
other variables at their means. In this sample, younger voters were slightly more likely to
support the LDP – between 40 and 50 per cent likely for voters between the ages of 20 and
30 – and again voters over the age of 60 had a 70 per cent and higher likelihood of
supporting the LDP. Among the oldest sampled residents, the average probability for
support for the party is around 75 per cent, as in the previous cohort. Data on the oldest
voters in the ﬁrst two datasets predict that the oldest respondents are three-out-of-four
times more likely to support the LDP.
We now move forward to the 1996 survey data. Figure 4 uses the 1996 JEDS dataset
and holds all of the other covariates at their means while allowing age to range between 20
and 87. Here, we have stronger conﬁdence in our predictions because more respondents
answered the question about LDP support, and we again demonstrate the strong pattern
established by the two previous datasets, namely that support for the LDP increases with
age, controlling for income, education and so on. However, comparing the upper and
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Fig. 3. Older respondents more likely to support LDP (CEL 1993)

lower conﬁdence intervals for the predicted probability of support for the LDP from
oldest members of this cohort to the previous two cohorts, support levels for the party
have dropped. The average predicted probability of support for the LDP among the
oldest respondents is now close to 70 per cent, down from the predicted 75 per cent of the
past two cohorts. While the majority of older voters continue to support the LDP, this
support has dropped measurably.
We now move to our last and most recent dataset. Figure 5 uses the 2001 JEDS dataset
and demonstrates the now familiar relationship between party support and maturity, in
which probability of supporting the LDP increases with age. However, notice that the
highest predicted levels of LDP support are now measurably lower than in past cohorts.
The average predicted probability of supporting the LDP for the oldest respondents is
down to 60 per cent. While data on the oldest voters in the 1970s and 1980s predicted a
75 per cent chance of voting for the LDP, that likelihood dropped to 70 in the 1990s and
then to 60 per cent by the early 2000s.
THEORETICAL SOURCES OF THE GAP

Having established a consistent age gap which is weakening in intensity over the past
thirty years, we now look to explain its origins. Our ﬁndings so far support claims that the
elderly have provided a key base of support for the LDP in the past.43 Konoe argued that
the percentage of LDP supporters surpasses the percentage of non-LDP party supporters
after age 40 and that among 65-year-olds, LDP supporters outnumber supporters of nonLDP parties by almost two to one.44 The fact that, as noted earlier, party support remains
the strongest determinant of vote choice in Japan, and that, as in many other
industrialized countries, the turnout rate among the elderly in Japan is much higher
than for younger voters, ampliﬁes the electoral effect of elderly voters’ loyalty to the LDP.
43
Miyake, Tohy
% o% Kodo [Voting Behavior]; Hiroshi Hirano, Henyo-suru Nihon Shakai to Tohyo Kodo
[Changing Japanese Society and Voting Behavior] (Tokyo: Bokutakusha, 2007).
44
Shinsuke Konoe, ‘Shoshi Koreika Shakai ni okeru Koreisha no Toha Kodo [The Partisanship of
Elderly Voters in Japan’s Graying Society]’, Kagawa Hogaku,
24 (2004), 118–81.
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Fig. 4. High conﬁdence in strengthening relationship between age and LDP support (JEDS 1996)
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Fig. 5. Older women and men more likely to support the LDP (JEDS 2001)

But the precise mechanisms as to why the elderly disproportionately support the LDP are
not well understood.
The literature on party support offers four arguments why older voters may be more
likely to support conservative parties than younger voters: the education, asset,
socialization and redistributive models. The education model stresses how exposure to
formal education shapes political attitudes, party support and/or voting behaviour.
Japanese citizens born later in history, on the whole, receive more education than those
born earlier. But research suggests that education makes voters less likely to vote for those
parties which provide particularistic beneﬁts to themselves and more likely to support
broader societal goals.45 That is, voters who have been exposed to educational institutions
run by democratic governments for longer periods can better envision the need for
policies that contribute to the broader public good rather than those who serve their own

45

Miyake, Tohy
% o% Kodo [Voting Behavior].
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parochial interests. Note that for this latter point, the effects of education alluded to here
do not entirely overlap with the effects of education that were tested in the regression
analyses conducted above, since individuals who were schooled during the pre-war period
may have been socialized into qualitatively different values than those who were educated
in the post-war period.
Next, in the asset model, elderly voters might be expected to have accumulated larger
assets over the course of their lives than younger voters, which should be likely to lead
older voters to become more conservative on economic issues.46 This is not the same as
the effects of income, which were tested in the statistical analyses conducted above, as
elderly voters may have relatively low incomes, perhaps only receiving pension income
and earning little salary pay, but have large accumulated assets from their working years.
In Japan, as well, a recent survey shows that individuals in their 70s had an average of
14.2 million yen in savings, while those in their 30s held an average of 466 million yen, and
the former had much lower levels of annual income than the latter: 5 million yen per year
as opposed to 6 million yen per year.47 As voters accumulate more wealth, they become
less likely to support parties that favour existing or higher tax rates that threaten to
diminish their assets. This perspective also suggests that such voters may be less likely to
favour national policies which redistribute to ‘needy’ groups such as the poor and elderly.
Thirdly, socialization models suggest that marriage and child-rearing makes some
individuals more socially conservative; others have argued that individuals typically
become more authoritarian as they age, regardless of whether or not they enter into
marriage and child-rearing.48 Raising children pushes some parents to emphasize
‘traditional values’ or ‘family values’ which conservative, as opposed to progressive
parties, regularly claim as their jurisdiction. Others argue that ageing itself – which brings
with it greater resistance to new ideas – makes it less likely that individuals will support
contemporary progressive policies or attempt new experiences.
Finally, the fourth model focuses on redistribution and posits that different political
parties around the world adopt different policies or policy platforms towards different
generational cohorts.49 Again, this is not the same as the effect of income per se, which
was controlled for in the quantitative analyses above, since this argument focuses not so
much on how much is being redistributed at present as how much different parties
promise to redistribute in the future. Some parties may advocate policies that favour the
elderly, while others may adopt platforms that are targeted more towards children and/or
child-bearing families. This suggests that older voters should support parties that pledge

46
Robert Binstock and Jill Quadagno, ‘Aging and Politics’, in R. H. Binstock and L. K. George, eds,
The Handbook of Aging and the Social Sciences, 5th edn (San Diego, Calif.: Academic Press, 2001), pp.
333–51.
47
Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Public Management, Home Affairs, Posts and Telecommunications,
Japan, Kakei Chosa Nenpo (Heisei 21-nendo ban) [Annual Report on the Family Income and
Expenditure Survey, Fiscal Year 2009]. Available at http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/List.do?lid5
000001066465, retrieved 10 December 2010.
48
Michael Hout and Andrew Greeley, ‘The Center Doesn’t Hold: Church Attendance in the United
States, 1940–1984’, American Sociological Review, 52 (1987), 225–45; Glenn Firebaugh and Brian Harley,
‘Trends in US Church Attendance: Secularization and Revival or Merely Life-Cycle Effects’, Journal for
the Scientiﬁc Study of Religion, 30 (1991), 275–301; James Tilley, ‘Libertarian–Authoritarian Value
Change in Britain, 1974–2001’, Political Studies, 53 (2005), 442–53.
49
Julia Lynch, Age in the Welfare State: The Origins of Social Spending on Pensioners, Workers, and
Children (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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Models Connecting Voter Characteristics to Support for Political Parties

Theory

Logic

Education model

Better educated voters move
beyond personalistic voting
patterns

Asset model

Wealthier voters support
economically more conservative
parties
Elderly voters become more
authoritarian as they age

Socialization model
Redistributive model

Voters support parties that provide
them with differentiated beneﬁts

Observable implication
Voters in recent years
receive more education
than in the past and vote
for non-conservative
parties
Well-off citizens vote for
conservative parties
Voters increasingly
support conservative
parties as they age
Voters in areas which
receive more ‘porkbarrel’ projects support
the party in power

to redistribute more to the elderly, while younger voters should support parties that are
more youth-friendly. Speciﬁcally, voters should compare the policy platforms of different
political parties and support parties that better serve the economic interests of their
generational cohorts.
Each of these hypotheses yields different predictions regarding the partisanship of
elderly voters, as well as the timing in which their partisan allegiances are formed. Table 9
lays out these four theories and their respective logics along with their observable
implications for investigating them through quantitative analysis. Both the asset model
and the redistributive model point to economic interests as the linkage between age and
partisan support, but the mechanisms that drive the hypotheses are slightly different. The
asset model stresses how the accumulated stock of elderly voters’ assets affects partisan
support, whereas the redistributive model focuses on how present and anticipated ﬂows of
beneﬁts from the government shape partisan support of different generational cohorts.
Moreover, the two models also yield different observable implications. If the asset model
is valid, voters may also become more conservative with age due to rising wealth, but after
retirement, as voters begin to live off pensions and savings, their conservatism may recede.
In turn, if the redistributive model is correct to argue that the elderly are likely to
support political parties that redistribute more generously to them, their support may be
contingent on parties’ abilities to initiate elderly-friendly policies and to sustain them. If
growing ﬁscal deﬁcits constrain the ability of parties in power to redistribute to the
elderly, support for those parties among the elderly may suffer. Note that in this model,
the age variable captures a different kind of redistribution than pork-barrelling towards
rural districts; rural voters may support the LDP because they have traditionally favoured
generous pork-barrelling towards rural areas, but this effect is captured by the urban/
rural variable. Instead, in the redistributive model, the age variable should capture
redistribution that is speciﬁcally targeted towards the elderly as a constituency group.
On the basis of the analysis presented in the previous section, we reject theories focused
on education and assets and instead emphasize the role played by socialization
and redistribution. First, the relationship between education and LDP support was
statistically signiﬁcant only in one of the four sets of regression analyses – the 1993 CEL
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dataset. This suggests that the relationship between education and LDP support has been
tenuous at best, just as the college enrolment rate rose markedly in Japan during the
1990s.50
Secondly, the fact that income only occasionally served as a strong predictor of LDP
support – income was only found to be signiﬁcant at the 5 per cent level in the 1993
CEL dataset – indicates weak or non-existent support for the asset model. Of course,
income is only an indirect measure of assets, and while those with higher levels of income
should generally also exhibit higher incomes, it is possible that particularly among
the elderly, those with larger assets may not necessarily make larger incomes. However,
the simulation analyses presented earlier showed that support for the LDP rose
monotonically with age, in contrast to the expectations of the asset model, which predicts
a fall in conservative party support after individuals retire. Moreover, ﬁgures compiled by
the Japanese government in fact show that the elderly in 2001 had indeed accumulated
considerably larger assets than their counterparts in 1976.51 The elderly, however, have
not become more supportive of the LDP over time – indeed, to the contrary – and this
also undermines the plausibility of the asset model. As noted previously, Figures 2 to 5
suggest a gradual weakening of the relationship between age and LDP support over time.
In the 1976 survey, the probability that a 60-year-old individual would support the LDP
was roughly around 70 per cent; in the 2001 survey, it had declined to around
60 per cent. Furthermore, the correlations reported earlier between age and income show
that over the past two decades, the elderly have become less likely to be among the
wealthier of the respondents.
The empirical evidence provides support for the socialization and the redistributive
models. In Japan as elsewhere, individuals do become more authoritarian over time, but
recent studies underscore that the elderly today are less authoritarian than they were a few
decades ago.52 For instance, according to the Survey on the National Character, which
has been conducted in Japan every ﬁve years since 1953, 41 per cent of respondents in
their 60s agreed at that time that politics should be left to politicians rather than opened
further to ordinary citizens, compared to 24 per cent in 2008.53 Similarly, the same survey
reports that the percentage of respondents in their 60s who indicated that people should
adhere to social norms even in situations when people think those norms are wrong
declined from 52 per cent in 1953 to 38 per cent in 2008.54 These percentages are still
higher than among younger generational cohorts, but the declining trend has been
consistent. The drop in conservative values among the elderly has continued over the past
ﬁfteen years, precisely as elderly support for the LDP has waned.
The analyses presented in this article also provide support for the redistributive model.
The LDP has consistently favoured redistributing income from the younger cohorts to the
elderly; indeed, Lynch argues that the Japanese welfare state is the most elderly-friendly in
50
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the developed world.55 At the same time, the LDP’s ability to redistribute to the elderly
declined considerably between the late 1970s and the early 2000s, its continued willingness
to do so notwithstanding. As the number of elderly citizens has rocketed in Japan,
pension beneﬁts for the elderly have been cut gradually but steadily since 1985.56 And
quite simply, the ballooning ﬁscal deﬁcits in Japan since the mid-1990s, among the worst
in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), have severely
hampered the LDP’s ability to buy off the growing elderly constituency. Thus, while the
LDP’s generous redistribution policies have earned it a loyal base of support among the
elderly, the LDP’s diminishing ability to redistribute has led to gradually waning support
from this group.

THE

2009

GENERAL ELECTIONS

To what extent does the present study shed light on the LDP’s dramatic defeat in the
general election of August 2009? While the analyses are still preliminary, scholars have
pointed to a variety of factors that contributed to the LDP’s downfall in 2009:57 the
presence of an unpopular prime minister, the Communist Party’s decision not to run
candidates in many single-member districts, the ‘rebound’ effect from the LDP’s landslide
victory in the general elections of 2005, and negative externalities created by LDP
institutions over time.58
Age may have played an important role as well. First, as noted earlier, support for the
LDP has consistently been higher among the more elderly generational cohorts compared
to the younger cohorts, but as this article has shown, the strength of support among the
elderly has fallen considerably over the last few decades. This leads to the prediction that
as support for the LDP among the elderly declines over time, the electoral strength of the
LDP should also wane as a result. Indeed, while the analysis presented in this study ended
in 2001, a recent study conﬁrms that between 1995 and 2004, support for the LDP
continued to fall across different generational cohorts, especially among the younger
cohorts.59 According to this study, 11.1 per cent of individuals in their 20s supported the
LDP in 1995, compared to 8.7 per cent in 2004; among individuals in their 40s, 24.7 per
cent expressed support for the LDP in 1995, as opposed to 16.3 per cent in 2004; and
among individuals in their 50s, support for the LDP fell from 30.9 per cent in 1995 to 24.6
per cent in 2004. These ﬁndings conﬁrm our argument that age serves a key determinant
of LDP support, but that overall levels of support for the LDP continue to sag over time.
While the LDP’s landslide in the 2005 election was somewhat of an anomaly, the results
of the 2009 elections can largely be understood as a continuation of this trend that, as we
have shown in this article, has been present at least since the late 1970s.
55
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Secondly, moreover, studies suggest that recent reforms have helped to enhance the
relative electoral clout of the younger generational cohorts in Japanese elections vis-à-vis
elderly voters. During the late 1990s, a series of reforms were introduced in Japan that
sought to increase voter turnout. For instance, reforms during the late 1990s extended
voting hours by two hours so that the polls closed at 8 p.m. instead of 6 p.m. Many of the
restrictions on absentee voting were also lifted. Preliminary analyses ﬁnd that the elderly
were still more likely than the young to vote for the LDP in the 2009 general elections.60
But a recent study shows that while the two-hour extension in voting hours generally
increased voter turnout, it has especially helped to bring more younger voters to the polls
– voters who are less likely to support or to vote for the LDP than the elderly.61 Indeed,
turnout among voters in their 20s has risen by roughly 15 per cent over the last three
general elections, from 35.62 per cent in 2003 to 46.20 per cent in 2005 to 49.45 per cent in
2009; similarly, turnout among voters in their 30s rose from 50.72 per cent in 2003 to
59.79 per cent in 2005 to 63.87 per cent in 2009.62
During the same period, turnout among individuals who are in their 60s has also risen,
but by a much smaller margin: from 77.89 per cent in 2003 to 83.08 per cent in 2005 to
84.15 per cent in 2009. While systematic evidence is not yet available, the relaxing of
restrictions on absentee voting in recent years may also have, in similar fashion, adversely
affected the electoral fate of the LDP.63 Absentee voting in Japan has more than doubled
over the last decade to fourteen million voters in the 2009 general elections;64 one may
speculate that younger voters may be more likely to vote absentee than the elderly.65
More research is, of course, still necessary. But the initial evidence suggests that the age
variable, which this article has emphasized, appears to have played a strong role in
shaping the results of the 2009 general election.

CONCLUSIONS

Using four datasets generated over the past three decades, we have demonstrated that age
and location best predict party support among voters in Japan. Interestingly, controlling
for income and education, we showed that sex did not prove to be a signiﬁcant factor
60
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despite common beliefs about its efﬁcacy or about a ‘gender gap’ in support for the LDP.
The analysis did not ﬁnd support for theories about a ‘rising tide’ phenomenon in which
women born more recently would be more likely to support the LDP due to a narrowing
in the wage gap.66 That is, women born more recently displayed a similar movement
towards the LDP as women born more than a century ago. We were also unable to
conﬁrm hypotheses linking income and education to party support.
Our ﬁndings for the role of age in party support were robust, as the four datasets
captured the responses of Japanese citizens born between the late 1890s and the 1970s – and
in every survey, the relationship between age and LDP remained positive. Older voters,
both women and men, support the LDP more than their younger counterparts. This
relationship was true regardless of sex, income and educational level. Socialization – that is,
life experience – and redistributive policies draw older women and men to support the LDP.
The consistency of age-based support for the LDP across these four datasets provides
strong support for the theories focused on life cycle, as opposed to generational or period
effects. Hence, despite occasional scandals which have been well covered by the national
Japanese media,67 most voters gravitate towards the dominant party regardless of these
political shenanigans which affect their cohort. Based on these data, we believe that the
life-cycle effect – in which the younger generation converges on the positions of the older as
it ages – best describes the changes in LDP support over the past several decades. Period
and generational effects were not visible in the thousands of respondents analysed here.
Aside from the ﬁndings on sex, the results of our analysis strongly conform with existing
studies on voting behavior in Japan. Rural voters typically have been found to express
greater support for the LDP than urban voters. And older voters have been found to
support the LDP in larger numbers than younger voters.68 The present study has shown
that these effects trump the apparent effects of sex. The analyses also illuminate the
mechanisms through which age may impact levels of party support. Speciﬁcally, the LDP’s
generous redistribution towards the elderly served as the linchpin of elderly support
towards the LDP, but this support has decreased in proportion to loss in distribution.
Elderly voters have been less likely to be among the wealthier of our respondents and have
been edged out by recent electoral reforms which favour younger voters.
Another broad point to note concerns the issue of socialization. Some studies of
political behaviour posit the presence of a ‘formative period’, typically between the ages of
18 to 25, during which political attitudes and values become crystallized and then endure
for the rest of individuals’ lifetimes.69 Results of the analyses shown here cast some doubt
on this understanding of socialization. The ﬁndings here suggest that political learning
continues throughout individuals’ lifetimes. Indeed, the steeper slope towards the middle
of many of the simulation graphs, between the ages of 40 and 60, compared to the ages of
20 and 40, suggest that learning may even accelerate during the middle ages compared to
the younger years. Martin suggests that marriage itself may be a strong factor in
‘congruence’ among married Japanese spouses, with surveys indicating that men engage
in political conversation with their wives more than might be expected.70 As Japanese
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women continue to postpone marriage until later dates, the congruence effects so visible
in our datasets may become weakened and/or appear later in individuals’ life course in
future surveys.
This article has focused primarily on the relationship between party support and age in
Japan. Our results suggest that in other industrialized nations where dominant parties
have established enduring legacies, such as Sweden, Italy and Israel,71 there may be a
similar connection between life experience and party support. In addition, even in
democracies where parties alternate in ofﬁce with more regularity, such as the United
States and England, age and experience should be taken seriously when investigating
popular support for political parties. Finally, on the basis of the analysis conducted in the
present study, it is not clear whether this relatively steep learning curve during the middleaged years may be unique to Japan. The question of whether, and to what extent, political
socialization may vary across different nations is not an issue that has received focused
attention in the ﬁeld of political behaviour. These ﬁndings open up an intriguing avenue
for further research on age, socialization and party identiﬁcation.
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