
Objectives and Background

This handbook is an edited and augmented version 

of the report in “Towards the Establishment of Social 

Safety Nets (SSNs) in Developing Countries,” 

compiled by a JICA study group that carried out in 

2003 called “Basic Research on Social Safety Nets.” 

Extracted several sections from the report specifically 

referring to “Japan’s experience,” written by 

Professor Yoshinori Hiroi of Chiba University, who is 

a committee member of the SSN study group, this 

handbook is focused on reviewing permanent social 

security systems such as the health insurance systems 

and pension systems in Japan.  

Such Japan’s experience to establish its social 

security systems while the society was dramatically 

changing in the prewar and post-war period could 

provide useful lessons with both positive and negative 

aspects. This kind of experience contains many 

suggestions for developing countries considering their 

prospective economic growth.  This handbook can 

be utilized as a reference in technical transfer 

programs for developing countries in the field of the 

social security development.    

Characteristics of Japan’s Social Security 

Systems

Until the end of WWII, more than half of population 

was employed in businesses in the primary sector, and 

Japan could be virtually classified as a developing 

country when assessed on the basis of its industrial 

structure.  In those days, Japan began to develop its 

social security systems which modified and modeled 

after those already introduced in the West. This 

situation is unique to Japan, since Western nations 

began to deal with this issue only after their economic 

power had reached a certain level.   

Major characteristics of Japan’s experience 

concerning point, which have particular significance 

for the present developing countries, are as follows: 

(i) Japan was the first nation to have made active 

efforts to develop its social security system 

when the country still had a huge informal 

sector population (farmers/self-employed 

workers).

(ii) Japan promoted a government-led social 

security system in which the government itself 

became the insurer for employed workers as 

well.  

Evaluation of Japan’s Experience on SSNs

Such Japan’s experience should be evaluated as 

unique implications in the context of the design of 

social security systems in the late comer countries, 

and regardless of whether they are negative or 

positive, they offer insightful original examples that 

are useful for studying themes such as the 

development of social security in the latecomer 

countries, as well as social security in non-Western 

countries.  Moreover, Japan established a universal 

insurance framework based on the above system at a 

relatively early stage of economic development, 

which consequently contributed substantially to its 

subsequent economic growth. Through the 

analysis of Japan’s social security systems, Japan’s 

experience could be considered more as a model for 

developing countries. 

Future Issues to be Examined

Despite the fact that we believe it is important to 

address the Japan’s experience, we have not analyzed 

enough how much Japan’s social security systems are 

relevant to Southeast Asian countries.  However, it 

has come to the fore as one of the most important 

tasks to evaluate and share the experience with other 

Asian countries, understanding the significance of 

developing their social security systems in accordance 

with each country’s economic situation.  Now our 

major challenge is to expand communication with 

other Asian countries through mutual feedback 

toward the research studies on evaluation of Japan’s 

experience in the field of social security.  
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