
EHIME UNIVERSITY 

What’s going on there? Anti-government 

and neoliberal voters have driven large 

electoral swings in Japan since the mid-

2000s 
 

 

This is a paper prepared for presentation at the Political Studies 

Association 65th Annual International Conference         

(Sheffield, UK. 30 March – 1 April, 2015) 

 

 

 

 

Michio Umeda* 

3/27/2015 

  

* Assistant Professor, Department of Law and Letters, Ehime 

University. Email: michio.umeda@gmail.com  



1 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to show the factors behind recent huge seat-share shifts 

in the Japanese House of Representatives (HR) in 2005, 2009 and 2012. This paper 

argues that the relative competitiveness of Japanese constituencies, in addition to the 

vote-swing of the electorates who support political and administrative reform, were the 

important factors behind the shifts.   

In 1994, Japan adopted the mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) electoral system in 

the HR. After nearly four decades of predominance by the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP), electoral reform (and the other following political reforms) is intended to create 

a Westminster political system in Japan in which two major political parties compete for 

power by presenting clear policy alternatives to the people. Although many people 

suspected this change would really happen in Japan, a two-party system gradually 

emerged during the 2000s as the Democratic Party Japan (DPJ) rose as a serious 

challenger to the LDP. The DPJ finally had a smashing victory over the LDP in 2009. 

However, the new DPJ government did not last long. The LDP came back to power in 

2012 following the unpopularity and disintegration of the DPJ before the election.  

One feature of the period is massive changes in the party’s seat-share, election by 

election. For three consecutive general elections in 2005, 2009 and 2012, the winning 

coalitions gained two-thirds of the HR seats, while the winners changed after each 

election. The purpose of this paper is to clarify the common factors that caused the 

electoral swings. Many articles argue the specific factors in each election (ex., Kabashima 

et al. 2003; Tanaka et al. 2009; Taniguchi et al. 2005, 2009, 2013; Shiratori ed. 2010). 

However, only a few studies examined the common factors leading to these changes 

from the longer perspectives (ex., Kohno 2009).  

First, this paper briefly describes Japanese politics after the 1994 electoral reform in 

the HR by focusing on the development of the two-party system with the LDP and the 
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DPJ and the large seat-share swings between them since the 2005 general election. Next. 

I examine the factors behind the phenomena from the national and the constituency 

level. First, I analyse the party’s vote-shares at these levels compared to those in the UK 

to determine whether there were large enough vote-share changes in Japan to induce 

huge seat-share changes. Moreover, I focus on the competitiveness of respective 

constituencies in both countries as a potential factor to magnify the effect of the vote-

share on the seat-share.  

Then, this paper examines the phenomena from the individual electorate by using 

multiple electoral surveys conducted during the period. I focus on the electorate backing 

and emphasizing political and administrative reform, and conclude that the shifts of their 

voting behaviour prompted the vote- and consequently the seat-share swing in each 

district.  

Background 

In 1994, Japan adopted the MMM electoral system for the House of 

Representatives (HR), a lower house of the Japanese bicameral legislature. The reform is 

intended to create a Westminster political system in Japan, in which two major political 

parties compete for power based on their policy platform and take turns governing with 

reasonable intervals.   

A specific feature of post-war Japanese politics is that a single party had been in 

power for many years without a break. The LDP was formed in 1955 by a merger of 

two conservative parties. The party ruled Japan continuously for more than three 

decades, owing to rapid economic growth during the period that helped retain public 

support for the government, and a Cold War ideological confrontation that divided the 

people between the rightist and the leftist camps. However, the people gradually 

became fed up with their pork-oriented policy and recurrent money scandals.  
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In 1993, the LDP lost power for the first time since 1955, because the party lost a 

substantial number of members due to internal conflict and a subsequent split before the 

HR general election that year. After the election, the non-LDP coalition government was 

formed by eight parties. The coalition government finally succeeded in passing the 

electoral reform proposal after a long negotiation, changing the HR electoral system 

from the multi-member districts/single non-transferable votes (MMD/SNTV) to the 

MMM system.   

The MMD/SNTV had been in use since 1947. The system elected approximately 

500 members from around 130 districts that usually elected three to five members. If 

any party wanted to attain a majority in the HR, it had to nominate more than one 

candidate in a district. The system did not allow vote transfer among co-partisans in the 

district; therefore votes cast for a candidate do not help other co-partisans get elected. 

Therefore, the candidates were incentivized to appeal to voters using personal benefits 

such as pork-provision and constituency service to differentiate themselves even from 

their co-partisans rather than appealing the policy program shared by their party 

fellows.  

The electoral system in Japan was criticized as a major source of corruption and 

pork-oriented politics (e.g., Curtis 1971; Kohno 1997; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; 

Reed 1994). Moreover, people believed that the generation-long LDP rule led to 

corruption and collusion between politicians, bureaucrats, and business interests. 

Therefore, the supporters of reform argued that the electoral system should be changed 

to facilitate electoral competition based on a policy platform, not pork-provision or 

personal ties, and there should be more frequent government turnover between 

political parties.  

Some reformers advocated the proportional representation system or its sub-types, 

such as a mixed-member proportional electoral system. However, the others supported 
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a more majoritarian system in which turnover would be more frequent and the 

government (esp. led by one of the two major parties) would hold decisive power to 

implement policy platform and be held accountable for the policy outcome (Ozawa 

1993; Narita 1997). In a sense, they sought to introduce a Westminster-like system in 

Japan with the electoral reform, in combination with other political reforms such as 

those in the bureaucracy and ministry.  

Ironically, during the same period, some Westminster countries were moving away 

from the model. For example, New Zealand replaced its electoral system from first-past-

the-post (FPTP) to the mixed-member proportional (MMP) system in 1994. The reform 

quickly changed New Zealand’s party system from a two-party system to a multi-party 

system.  

The new electoral system in Japanese HR, the MMM electoral system is a 

compromise between majoritarian and proportional visions. The system has two 

electoral tiers. One is a FPTP tier with 300 constituencies, which favours larger political 

parties (Duverger 1959; Cox 1997; Taagepera 1986, decreased to 295 in 2013). The 

other is a PR tier with 200 seats (decreased to 180 in 1998) distributed to 11 regional 

districts (Tokyo, North/South Kanto, etc.), advocated by smaller parties to compensate 

majoritarian nature of FPTP electoral tier. To date, the voters in Japan experienced 

seven general elections under the current system (1996, 2000, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2012 

and 2014).  

Again, the reform is intended to have candidates, especially those of the two major 

parties, compete based on the party policy platform and seek the mandate of the 

people to govern instead of pursuing pork or taking advantage of personal ties for their 

own electoral base. In the FPTP tier, political parties have no incentive to nominate 

more than a single candidate in each district, and hence the candidates should fight 

based on their party platforms. Moreover, the candidates listed on the party PR list are 
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expected to campaign for their parties for their own survival.  

There was a significant party realignment before and after the electoral reform in 

1994. However, the party system in Japan was gradually transformed into a two-party 

system with the LDP and the DPJ. The DPJ was formed in 1996 by centre-left politicians 

who were members of the Japanese Socialist Party (JSP), and other small centre-left 

parties as the second largest opposition party at the time. The JSP has been the main 

opposition to the LDP since the Cold War, but it never defeated the LDP, at least in the 

House of Representatives.
1
  

The DPJ became the largest opposition party in 1998 following the split-up of the 

New Frontier Party, the largest opposition party at that time. It is said that the DPJ grew 

to be a unique and serious contender to the LDP in 2003 when the Liberal Party, a 

smaller centre-right party led by Ichiro Ozawa, merged with the DPJ before the HR 

general election that year. From the election, the DPJ attained 177 seats out of 480 (105 

from the FPTP and 72 from the PR tiers), the largest seat-share as a single opposition 

party in post-war Japanese history. The DPJ also beat the LDP in the PR vote-share 

(37.4% vs. 35.0%).  

From 2003 to the present (March 2015), the Japanese party system basically went 

around the two-party system by the LDP and the DPJ. The other parties initially existed 

and still arose sporadically during the period, but they had difficulty breaking into the 

two-party dominance. Although the Clean Government Party (CGP), the LDP’s coalition 

partner, kept its power,
2
 the other smaller parties formed before the 1990s (e.g., the 

                                                

1
 The JSP won against the LDP at the 1989 HC election, when the LDP government was 

very unpopular because of the introduction of VAT and several monetary scandals. 

However, the JSP failed to beat the LDP at the HR general election in the next year.  

2
 The CGP is probably helped by its well organized religious support base. The party is 

supported by Soka Gakkai, a Buddhist sect, which has relatively strong organization, 

especially among less affluent residents in urban areas.  
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Social Democratic Party of Japan (SDPJ)
3
 or the Japanese Communist Party (JCP)) 

gradually declined as Japan experienced more elections under the new system. The third 

pole parties, Your Party and the Japan Restoration Party (JRP), obtained considerable 

support from mainly urban voters in the late 2000s and/or the early 2010s. However, 

they soon lost their momentum. Your Party disintegrated in 2014 due to internal 

conflict. The JRP and some of the former members of Your Party formed the Japan 

Innovation Party (JIP), and the party gained 41 seats in the 2014 general election. 

However, the special feature of the period since 2003 is not the rise and decline of 

smaller parties but the drastic shifts of the HR seats between two major parties. In 2005, 

LDP’s PM Koizumi won an election by appealing his postal service privatization reform 

to the people and gained 296 seats, 62% of seats (68% with the coalition partner CGP) 

at the snap election. The DPJ gained only 113 seats and lost more than 60, one-third of 

their pre-election seats (177). Nevertheless, the DPJ gradually recovered from the defeat 

and beat the LDP at the House of Councillors (HC) election in 2007. Finally, the DPJ 

had a sweeping victory in 2009 with 308 seats (221 from FPTP and 87 from PR tiers), 

nearly 200 seats gained, and seized power from the LDP. The LDP got only 119 seats at 

the election.  

The DPJ’s victory in 2009 implies a transformation of electoral campaigns in Japan. 

Scholars argue that the LDP had dominated Japanese politics thanks to its organizational 

grip on rural voters via candidates’ personal networks and public project provision (e.g., 

Curtis, 1971; Saito, 2010; Scheiner, 2005). The election results suggest the declining 

efficiency of the traditional mobilization strategy. Reed and his co-authors showed that 

personal characteristics of the candidates had little effect on the electoral outcomes at 

the election, although they had considerable effect previously (Reed, Scheiner & Thies, 

                                                

3
 The SDPJ was formed by the leftist members of the JSP in 1996, who did not hope or 

declined to participate in the more center-leaning DPJ.  
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2012). The other studies also implied a growing importance of national factors at the 

elections, such as party leaders or government’s macro-economy management 

(Kabashima & Imai 2001; Reed, Scheiner & Thies 2012).    

However, the triumph of the DPJ was short-lived. Due to the policy 

mismanagement and internal conflict, the party quickly lost popularity and replaced 

prime ministers twice within the three years of their governance. The DPJ-led coalition
4
 

lost a majority in the HC in the 2010 election, which is essential to have a political 

initiative. Finally, the DPJ broke up in 2012 owing to the internal conflict over the VAT, 

and PM Noda’s snap election decision resulted in a crushing defeat to the party. The DPJ 

received only 57 seats (231 before the election, 27 from FPTP and 30 from PR tiers). 

The LDP led by Abe on the other hand, attained 294 seats (118 before the election, 237 

from FPTP and 57 from PR tiers), and came back to power after three years.  

Owing to the success of expansionary monetary policy, Prime Minister Abe’s 

government has succeeded in keeping a relatively high popularity for a considerable 

time. This longevity of the popularity breaks a recent pattern that new governments, 

many of which started with fairly high approval ratings, but quickly lost them within the 

first few months in their office. The LDP won the HC election in 2013 and achieved a 

majority in both chambers with the coalition partner, the CGP. Moreover, in 2014 Abe 

called for a snap election after his decision to postpone raising VAT, originally planned in 

October 2015. The LDP won almost the same number of seats: 291 (223 in FPTP and 68 

in PR tiers). The DPJ, on the other hand, recovered to some extent from the breakup in 

2012, and went on to gain 73 seats (38 in FPTP and 35 in PR).  

                                                

4
 The DPJ had a coalition with the SDPJ and People’s New Party (PNP), because the 

DPJ did not have a majority in the House of Councilors by themselves. The SDPJ exited 

from the coalition in 2010 owing to policy conflict over the U.S. military base in 

Okinawa.  
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It is possible to argue that the new electoral system achieved its original goal of 

reform. The winning parties/coalitions can now achieve a seat share large enough to 

enforce their policy platforms promised to the people before the election. At the same 

time, the governing party is accountable for what they get done while they are in office. 

The voters can now reward the incumbents if satisfied by voting them in again, or 

punish them by not voting them in again if unsatisfied or if they think the alternative is 

more attractive (as they did in 2009 and 2012). Moreover, the other political reforms in 

the same period, such as the political funding in 1994 or the government ministries in 

2001, strengthened this trend by concentrating the decision-making power to the party 

leaders and the prime ministers (Machidori 2012).  

The House of Councillors (HC)—the second chamber of the Japanese Diet—could 

be in a position to check the power of the governing parties usually based on the HR. 

The Japanese HC has a relatively strong legislative power as a second chamber 

(Takenaka 2010). If the governing parties lose a majority in the HC, even if they have a 

reasonable majority in the HR, the oppositions may block most government bills, as the 

DPJ did between 2007 and 2009. In theory, this veto power can be overridden by a 

supermajority (two-thirds) vote of the HR. In post-war political history in Japan, 

however, this supermajority clause has been almost dead because no governing parties 

or coalitions have achieved this large majority. Nevertheless, in recent years, the 

sweeping victories in the HR deliver governing parties and coalitions enough seats to 

override the HC’s veto power, as the LDP-CGP coalition had between 2012 and 2013 

while they were in office after a triumph in 2012, although they had not achieved a 

majority in the HC.   

What caused this enormous shift in the seat share by elections in Japan? In the next 

section, I argue the factors behind these shifts, first from the national and constituency 

levels, and then from the electorate level. 
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The Factors behind the Electoral Shifts 

In this section, I argue the factors behind the large seat share shifts in recent 

Japanese HR elections. This paper uses two approaches for the argument: one is 

national- and constituency-level approach, and the other is individual voters-level 

approach, which uses electoral survey conducted at every HR election.  

 

National and Constituency-Level Factors 

First, I show that there were sizeable electoral swings, both at the national and 

constituency levels. Table 1 shows the national party’s vote shares and seat shares at both 

FPTP and PR tiers since 2003. For example, at the 2005 general election, the LDP in 

total attained around 48% of vote share nationally at the FPTP tier, a 4% point gain 

since 2003, which lead to the triumph of Prime Minister Koizumi. In 2009, the LDP 

received 39% at the tier—a 9% point loss from 2005, which resulted in a disastrous 

defeat for PM Asou. The LDP came back to power with the CGP in 2012, with 43% of 

FPTP vote share—a 4% point gain from the disastrous 2009. They increased their vote 

share further to almost 48% in the latest 2014 election. Their vote shares in the PR tier 

have moved in a similar fashion.  

To make the comparison clearer, next I show the statistics at the constituency level 

in Japan and in the UK. Table 2 and Figure 1 show recent electoral swings in two 

countries. Japanese numbers and plots show the shifts of Japanese LDP constituency-

level vote share in the FPTP tier since 2003, and the UK ones indicate those of British 

Labour in 1997/2001 and 2001/2005 .  

These tables and figure show that the electoral swings were of a comparable size 

between the two countries, and hence, the size of the electoral swing in Japan is not 

sufficient to explain much larger shifts in the seat shares compared to those in the UK. 

For example, at the national level, British Labour lost 2.5% between 1997 and 2001, 
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5.5% point between 2001 and 2005, and 6% point further in 2010. The British national 

electoral swing between 1997 and 2001 was small, but those between 2001 and 2005, 

and between 2005 and 2010 were of a comparable size with those in Japan.  

Moreover, at the constituency level, the median electoral swings in Japan were 

3.3%, -10.7%, 4.6%, and 5.0% for 2003–2005, 2005–2009, 2009–2012, and 2012–

2014 respectively. On the other hand, those in the UK are -1.8% in 1997–2001 and -

6.1% in 2001 and in 2005. It is true that the electoral swing in 2009 was a huge defeat 

to the LDP. However, Japanese electoral swings in other years were smaller than UK’s 

2001–2005 swing.      

Next, Figure 2 shows the relationship between FPTP vote shares and seat shares 

between 2003 and 2014. Each circle indicates political parties at respective elections in 

Japan. The figure also contains vote and seat shares of UK political parties (triangle) 

from 1997 to 2010 for comparison.  

The figure shows that seat distributions in Japan have been more extreme in the 

FPTP tier, especially when the parties are losing. The LDP in 2005 and 2014, and the 

DPJ in 2009 gained more than 75% of SMD seats with around 47–48% of vote-share. 

The LDP in 2009 and the DPJ in 2005 gained only around 20% of FPTP seats, despite 

that they achieved 36–39% of the votes. Moreover, in 2012 the LDP achieved almost 

80% of seat share, with 43% of vote share. Although this extreme majoritarian 

tendency is mitigated by the proportional tier, it still caused huge shifts in the HR seats 

between political parties/camps.   

It is widely known that the FPTP electoral system favours larger political parties 

(Duverger 1959; Cox 1997; Taagepera 1986). Empirically, each party’s seat share under 

the electoral system tends to be proportional to the cubic of their vote share (Cube rule, 

Taagepera 1986). However, the electoral results in the Japanese FPTP tier are even more 

extreme than those in the UK election in its FPTP system. For example, British 
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Conservative, the winner of the latest 2010 general election, gained 306 seats—47% of 

seats with 36% of vote share. When British Labour made a sound victory in 1997, the 

party attained 418 seats, which was 63% of the seats with 43% of vote share—almost 

the same vote share as those gained by the LDP in 2012. In addition, British 

Conservative gained around 31–32% of seats with their 25% of vote shares in 1997 and 

2001, although this relatively better distribution could be partly due to Liberal 

Democrats that attained considerable votes but few seats.     

To explain the sensitivity of the seat share to the votes share ratios in Japan, this 

paper focuses on the relative competitiveness in Japanese HR constituencies. If most of 

the constituencies are uncompetitive and incumbents always win with a large margin, 

even a large national electoral swing in vote share hardly changes the seat share. On the 

other hand, if most of them are highly competitive, then the small electoral swing can 

have a large impact on the seat share.  

Some electoral studies in Japan argue the competitiveness of the HR election 

(Kohno 2009; Mori 2005), but they do not compare those in Japan with those in other 

countries. Actually, many Japanese HR constituencies have been very competitive, 

especially in comparison to those in the UK Lower House. Figure 2 and Table 3 show 

the vote-share margin between the top two candidates in recent general elections in 

Japan and the UK (2003, 2005, 2009, 2012, and 2014 for Japan; 2001, 2005, and 2010 

for the UK) with box plots and numbers. They clearly indicate the relative 

competitiveness of Japanese constituencies. The median vote-share margins between the 

top two candidates in Japan are 10.3%, 12.4%, 13.9%, 17.3%, and 16.2% for these five 

general elections. On the other hand, in the UK they were 20.6%, 18.3%, and 17.0%. 

The differences are smaller in recent elections—probably nationally being more landslide 

Japanese elections and more competitive UK ones.  

In conclusion, it is possible to argue that the combination of sizable electoral swings 
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and generally smaller electoral margins have led to drastic shifts of the HR seat 

distribution in Japan during the last decade, though the latter factor has attracted little 

attention before.  

Nevertheless, those national or constituency-level data do not explain why there 

were electoral swings, or in other words, why so many people changed their voting 

behaviour between the elections. In the next section, I argue that the shift of the voters 

advocating political and administrative reform at least partly explains the large electoral 

swing by using the electoral survey data. 

 

Individual-Level Factors 

Not a few scholarly electoral surveys have been conducted in recent years in Japan. 

However, the surveys currently open to the public unfortunately either do not cover all 

of the period between 2003 and 2014, or do not ask the questions that I am interested 

in. Therefore, in this paper I use the electoral survey data from Japanese Electoral Survey 

(JES) III, JESIV, and the University of Tokyo and Asahi Newspapers Survey (UTAS). JES is 

the largest electoral survey conducted by scholars in Japan. JESIII covers the period 

between 2001 and 2005, and JESIV covers the period between 2007 and 2011. The 

newer JESV project covers the period following 2012, but the data is not open to public 

yet. Therefore, I also use the UTAS survey to cover more recent periods.  

First, I show with cross tables how electorates in Japan shifted their voting parties 

based on these surveys. Tables 4a, 4b, and 4c show the shifts of voting behaviour in PR 

tiers in 2003–2005, 2005–2009, and 2009–2012. Table 4a is for 2003–2005 and is 

based on JESIII, Table 4b is for 2005-2009 and is based on JESIV. Table 4c is based on 

UTAS for 2009–2012. 

The tables show that there were large shifts in voting behaviour between even two 

consecutive HR general elections. Table 4a indicates that of the LDP voters in 2003, 
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fewer than 70% voted for the LDP again in 2005. 8% of them reported they abstained, 

13% voted for the DPJ and 12% voted for other parties. On the other hand, 59% of 

the DPJ voters in 2003 voted for the party again in 2005, but 22% switched to the LDP. 

Those voters who abstained or voted for other parties in 2003 were also more likely to 

vote for the LDP than the DPJ in 2005. Those votes are credited with the considerable 

swing to Koizumi’s LDP in 2005.  

In contrast, Table 4b shows that there were large electoral swings to the DPJ in 

2009. Among the voters who voted for the LDP in 2005, only 42% voted for the party 

again in 2009. Instead, 36% of them cast their votes with the DPJ. Moreover, a large 

fraction (55%) of abstainers in 2005 also voted for the DPJ in the election. However, it 

is noteworthy that there were large shifts between the LDP and the DPJ in these two 

elections.  

Finally, Table 4c shows the shifts in voting behaviour between 2009 and 2012. 

During the two elections, the retention rate of the LDP was not high. Fewer than 60% 

of the respondents who voted for the LDP in 2009 continued to vote for the party in 

2012, when the party experienced a sound victory. Nevertheless, the disintegration of 

the DPJ support base was significant. Among those who voted for the DPJ in 2009, 

fewer than a quarter voted for the party again in 2012. Around 30% of them voted for 

the so-called third pole parties, JRP or YP, in the election. 17% of them voted for the 

LDP in 2012.  

Next, I discuss the factors behind the shifts in voting behaviour: from DPJ to LDP in 

2005, from LDP to DPJ in 2009 and from DPJ to third pole parties in 2012. This paper 

focuses on the administrative reform issue as the main factor behind the shifts.  

The issue could be an indicator of more general support for the political economy 

in Japan established under the LDP rule. Some scholars discuss the issue from similar 

perspectives, at least for the 2005 and the 2009 elections, but not discussed in terms of 
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2012. For example, Taniguchi et al. (2009) use a factor analysis to find conventional vs. 

reformist economic policy dimensions based on the responses to many questionnaires, 

and argue the policy positions of the party candidates and their voters.  

In contrast, this paper uses the single issue to represent more general policy 

orientation regarding the political economy system in Japan. The advantage of focusing 

on the issue is that we can measure both the policy position and the weight on which 

the electorates gave when they make voting decisions.  

The focus on these issues does not mean that the other issues had little influence on 

Japanese voting behaviour. For example, in every election the LDP voters tend to 

support more hawkish foreign and defence policies than do the DPJ voters (Kabashima 

et al. 2004; Taniguchi et al. 2009). However, these issues cannot explain the electoral 

swings because the relationship between the voter’s position and their voting behaviour 

is stable across elections.  

I admit that there must have been some retrospective voting (Fiorina 1981) behind 

the electoral swings, especially in 2009 and 2012. The Japanese economy has been 

suffering from a long-term stagnation and deflation, especially during the Great 

Recession. Some voters were unsatisfied with the macro-economic situation and could 

have wanted to punish the incumbent parties, the LDP in 2009 and the DPJ in 2012. 

Nevertheless, retrospective voting is not sufficient to explain the swing in 2005, nor the 

rise of third pole parties in 2012 (for example, why they did not simply vote for the 

LDP?).   

Instead, this paper discusses that the shifts of the voters advocating administrative 

reform had a large impact on the electoral swings. The issue has been significant in 

recent Japanese politics. Some people claim that bureaucrats in Japan have too much 

arbitrary power in the iron-triangle, consisting of bureaucrats, business interests and the 

LDP politicians. They argue that drastic reform in the administrative system is essential to 
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having more democratic and fairer politics in Japan. This idea tends to be popular 

among urban voters, who feel that the triangle favours rural interests over urban ones.  

This paper claims that these electorates supporting reform supported the DPJ in 

2003, but they switched to the LDP in 2005 due to Koizumi’s postal-reform proposal. 

Moreover, they voted for the DPJ again in 2009 because they were unsatisfied with the 

less reform-minded of Koizumi’s successors. However, the DPJ government failed to 

satisfy them, and consequently they transferred their votes to third pole parties in 2012, 

which called for more drastic administrative reform and criticized the reform under the 

DPJ government as half-hearted.  

To test the claim, first I examine the voter’s responses to the questionnaires asked in 

JESIII and JESIV regarding bureaucracy reform. In JESIII and IESIV, interviewers read 

many political arguments and asked the respondents choose from 1: Agree, 2: Somewhat 

agree; 3: can't say, 4: Somewhat disagree, 5: Disagree. In 2005, JESIII asked the 

respondents whether they agreed or disagreed that “Inefficient Japanese bureaucracy 

should be reformed.” Similarly, JESIV asked whether they agreed that “Japanese 

bureaucracy is not functioning efficiently, and hence should be reformed drastically.” I 

examine the “mean” of the responses among the LDP and the DPJ voters in PR tier in 

2003, 2005 and 2009. Thus, the mean should range between 1 and 5. In addition, I 

also examine the mean among those who voted for the DPJ in 2003 but switched to the 

LDP in 2005, as well those who voted for the LDP in 2005 but shifted to the DPJ in 

2009, who are supposed to have a large effect on electoral outcomes.  

Table 5 shows the result of the analysis. By reflecting the general atmosphere of the 

time, most of the respondents agreed with the argument. Nevertheless, there are still 

differences between the LDP and the DPJ voters. The two columns on the left show the 

differences between them in 2003 and 2005 based on JESIII survey. In 2003, the overall 

average was 1.75, located somewhere between “Agree” and “Somewhat agree.” The 
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average among the LDP voters was 1.72, and that among the DPJ voters was 1.63. The 

difference is marginally statistically significant (p-value <10% with one-side t-test). This 

indicates that the DPJ voters in 2003 were slightly more critical to the bureaucracy and 

supported the administrative reform.  

In contrast, their differences became even more blurred in 2005. The averages 

among the LDP and the DPJ voters were 1.76 and 1.71 in 2005 (statistically 

insignificant). However, among the voters who voted for the DPJ in 2003 but the LDP 

in 2005, the average was 1.58 (significant at 5% level). This suggests that the voters who 

moved from the DPJ to the LDP in 2005 were critics of the bureaucracy.   

The two columns on the right hand side show the results in 2005 and 2009 based 

on JESIV survey. JESIV questionnaire demonstrates somewhat larger difference between 

the LDP and the DPJ voters in 2005. The averages among the LDP and the DPJ voters 

were 1.83 and 1.63, respectively (significant at 5% level). However, their difference 

became widen in 2009 (1.98 and 1.68, significant at 0.1% level). One of the reasons 

behind the spread is the voters who shifted from the LDP to the DPJ in 2009: despite 

their support of the LDP in 2005, they advocated administrative reform as did the 

consecutive DPJ voters. This is probably because Koizumi’s successors (Abe, Fukuda and 

Asou) did not follow Koizumi’s liberal reform but returned to the LDP’s traditional 

policy, which favours rural interests above those in the urban areas.  

In short, the table shows that the electorates who shifted their votes from the DPJ 

to the LDP in 2005, as well from the LDP and the DPJ in 2009, advocated 

administrative reform.  

Next, I argue the saliency of the issue, in addition to the relationship with voting 

behaviour. I use the questionnaire in UTAS asking about the issue they care about most 

(or one of the most) when they make a voting decision. The UTAS in 2009 asked the 

respondents to choose the issue that they thought the most important in the election 
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from the list of 14 alternatives. Similarly, the UTAS in 2012 asked them to choose the 

issues that they thought the most important, ranked from first to third most important. 

This paper uses the relationship between respondents’ choice from the list, “political and 

administrative reform,” and their voting behaviour to analyse the factors behind the 

electoral swing between 2009 and 2012.   

Table 6 shows the relationship between issue saliency and voting behaviour. The 

issue is generally assumed as important. In 2009, the issue of the administrative reform 

was the third most popular issue, following economy and pension. However, the first 

column shows that only 4.3% of the LDP voters chose the issue as the most important. 

On the other hand, 14.5% of the DPJ voters regarded the issue as the most important. 

12.7% of those who voted for the LDP in 2005 but the DPJ in 2009 chose the issue. In 

other words, there was a large gap between the LDP voters in 2005 and 2009. In 

combination with Table 5, it can be concluded that the DPJ voters in 2009 tended to 

not only strongly advocate administrative reform but also gave weight to the issue. 

Similarly, many of Your Party voters (18%) also viewed the issue as important.     

In contrast, the second column shows that many fewer DPJ voters regarded the 

issue as the most important in 2012. Merely 3.4% of the (remaining) DPJ voters in 2012 

assumed the issue was the most important, and 13.9% of them chose it as a top three 

important issue. On the other hand, the voters for third pole parties, YP and JRP, gave 

the issue higher priority. 16.5% of the third pole voters (including 17.4% of the former 

DPJ voters in 2009) chose the issue as the most important. In addition, 32.8% (34.0% 

among the ex-DPJ voters) picked it as one of the top three issues (statistically significant 

at 0.1% level). These results strongly suggest that the DPJ lost the support of the voters 

who regarded political and administrative reform as important. They were probably 

unsatisfied with the reform conducted by the DPJ-led government during 2009-12, and 

consequently transferred their votes to the parties claiming even more radical reform in 
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the area.        

 

Conclusion & Discussion 

This paper discusses the origins of massive HR seat-share shifts in Japan since the 

mid-2000s, especially in three consecutive general elections in 2005, 2009, 2012. Two 

major parties in Japan, the LDP and the DPJ, won and lost several seats during the 

period, election by election. Despite its importance, there were few scholarly studies on 

the shifts, especially from the structural perspective, in Japanese elections.  

First, I argue the topic from the national and constituency-level approach. This 

paper shows that there were substantial electoral swings (i.e., vote-share shifts) in the 

Japanese HR general elections since the mid-2000s. However, the sizes of the electoral 

swings were not sufficient to explain large shifts in Japan. Actually, they were 

comparable with those in the UK where the shifts were modest. The relationship 

between the vote- and seat-share suggests that the FPTP seat-share distributions in Japan 

have been more extreme, especially when one of the major parties (the LDP or the DPJ) 

was losing. This paper shows that the electoral margins at the constituency level were 

smaller in Japan than in the UK, although recently the difference has been smaller owing 

to the collapse of the DPJ in 2012. In short, the competitiveness of Japanese 

constituencies made the FTPT seat-share in Japan much more sensitive to even minor 

electoral swings.  

In the following section, I discuss the topic from the individual-voter level. By using 

a few electoral surveys conducted during the period, this paper shows that the voting 

behaviour of the electorates who not only supported administrative reform but also 

assumed the issue was important might have had a large influence on the electoral 

outcomes. Hence, these voters originally supported the DPJ in 2003 but cast their 

ballots for the LDP in 2005. Then, they returned to the DPJ in 2009 and contributed to 
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ousting the LDP from the government. However, they were not satisfied with the 

reform under the DPJ government and shifted their support to YP or JRP in 2012, which 

resulted in sweeping victory for the LDP, at least in the FPTP tier. 

Following the sweeping victory in 2012, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe won two 

national elections, the 2013 HC election and the 2014 HR election, consecutively. This is 

partly because of the economic recovery under his government (with so called 

“Abenomics”), as well the division among the opposition. Currently, political groups 

who stand against the LDP seem to be divided between the centre-left DPJ, mainly 

based on labour unions, third pole parties based on urban voters favoring liberal 

administrative reform, and traditional leftist parties such as the JCP or the SDPJ.  

The DPJ is gradually recovering from the defeat of 2012, as many of its defectors 

exit from the electoral race owing to the system favouring larger parties and as the third 

pole parties lose momentum. However, could the DPJ (or any other party) defeat the 

currently triumphant LDP again as they did in 2009? The alliance between the first two 

groups, in addition to the strategic voting from the third group, as well defection from 

the LDP due to the economic crisis seem to be the factors behind the DPJ’s victory in 

2009 (Kohno 2009; Taniguchi et al. 2009).  

In 2014, the DPJ and the JIP made a pre-electoral alliance to coordinate their 

candidates in the FPTP tier. The cooperation seems to have yielded some positive effects 

on their total number of seats (Sugawara 2015). However, it is unlikely that the 

electorate assumes the alliance as a serious contender to the LDP, because they have a 

different policy platform and compete in the PR tier, in addition to some FPTP 

constituencies. I speculate that the LDP will keep governing Japan for a while even if 

cabinet approval and the party support decline again, as the party did in the late 1990s 

and the early 2000s, thanks to the division among the opposition.  
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Appendix II: Tables & Figures 

Table 1. National-Level Vote and Seat-Share in 2003 

HR2003 FPTP     PR     Sum   

Party 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Seat 

Seat-

share 

LDP03 43.9% 168 56.0% 35.0% 69 38.3% 237 49.4% 

CGP03 1.5% 9 3.0% 14.8% 25 13.9% 34 7.1% 

DPJ03 36.7% 105 35.0% 37.4% 72 40.0% 177 36.9% 

JCP03 8.1% 0 0.0% 7.8% 9 5.0% 9 1.9% 

OTH03 9.9% 18 6.0% 5.1% 5 2.8% 23 4.8% 

 

Table 1b. National-Level Vote and Seat-Share in 2005 

HR2005 FPTP     PR     Sum   

Party 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Seat 

Seat-

share 

LDP05 47.8% 219 73.0% 38.2% 77 42.8% 296 61.7% 

CGP05 1.4% 8 2.7% 13.3% 23 12.8% 31 6.5% 

DPJ05 36.4% 52 17.3% 31.0% 61 33.9% 113 23.5% 

JCP05 7.3% 0 0.0% 7.3% 9 5.0% 9 1.9% 

OTH05 7.3% 21 7.0% 10.3% 10 5.6% 13 6.5% 

 

Table 1c. National-Level Vote and Seat-Share in 2009 

HR2009 FPTP     PR     Sum   

Party 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Seat 

Seat-

share 

LDP09 38.7% 64 21.3% 26.7% 55 30.6% 119 24.8% 

CGP09 1.1% 0 0.0% 11.5% 21 11.7% 21 4.4% 

DPJ09 47.4% 221 73.7% 42.4% 87 48.3% 308 64.2% 

JCP09 4.2% 0 0.0% 7.0% 9 5.0% 9 1.9% 

OTH09 7.0% 15 5.0% 11.6% 8 4.5% 23 4.8% 
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Table 1d. National-Level Vote and Seat-Share in 2012 

2012 FPTP     PR     Sum   

Party 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Seat 

Seat-

share 

LDP12 43.0% 237 79.0% 27.6% 57 31.7% 294 61.3% 

CGP12 1.5% 9 3.0% 11.8% 22 12.2% 31 6.5% 

DPJ12 22.8% 27 9.0% 16.0% 30 16.7% 57 11.9% 

JCP12 7.9% 0 0.0% 6.1% 8 4.4% 8 1.7% 

JRP12 11.6% 14 4.7% 20.4% 40 22.2% 54 11.3% 

YP12 4.7% 4 1.3% 8.7% 14 7.8% 18 3.8% 

OTH12 0.8% 9 0.3% 9.3% 9 5.0% 18 0.4% 

T 

able 1e. National-Level Vote and Seat-Share in 2014 

2014 FPTP     PR     Sum   

Party 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Vote-

share 

Seat 

Seat-

Share 

Seat 

Seat-

share 

LDP14 48.1% 223 75.6% 33.1% 68 37.8% 291 61.3% 

CGP14 1.5% 9 3.1% 13.7% 26 14.4% 35 7.4% 

DPJ14 22.5% 38 12.9% 18.3% 35 19.4% 73 15.4% 

JIP14 8.2% 11 3.7% 15.7% 30 16.7% 41 8.6% 

JCP14 13.3% 1 0.3% 11.4% 20 11.1% 21 4.4% 

OTH14 6.4% 13 4.4% 7.0% 1 0.6% 14 2.9% 

 

 

LDP: Liberal Democratic Party [Ziyu Minsyu To] 

CGP: Clean Government Party [Komei To] 

DPJ: Democratic Party of Japan [Minsyu To] 

JCP: Japan Communist Party [Nihon Kyosan To] 

JRP: Japan Restoration Party [Nihon Ishin no Kai] 

YP: Your Party [Minna no To] 

JIP: Japan Innovation Party [Nihon Ishin no To] 
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Table 2. The Constituency-Level Vote-Share Swing  

 

JPN   

03-05 

JPN    

05-09 

JPN   

09-12 

JPN    

12-14 

UK 97-01 UK 01-05 

Median  
3.3% -10.7% 4.6% 5.0% -1.8% -6.1% 

25% 

percentile 

-1.4% -14.3% 1.0% 1.5% -4.6% -8.3% 

75% 

percentile  

7.6% -5.6% 9.4% 9.7% 0.7% -3.6% 

 

Table 3. The Constituency-level Vote-Share Margin 

 
JPN 

2003 

JPN 

2005 

JPN 

2009 

JPN 

2012 

JPN 

2014 

UK 

2001 

UK 

2005 

UK 

2010 

Median 10.3% 12.4% 13.9% 17.3% 16.2% 20.6% 18.3% 17.0% 

25% 

percentile 

22.0% 20.4% 22.3% 27.2% 27.8% 32.0% 27.0% 27.9% 

75% 

percentile 

5.4% 6.3% 7.1% 9.5% 7.9% 11.3% 9.6% 8.2% 
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Table 4a: Voting in the Japanese HR General Election in 2003 and 2005 at the PR tier 

PR Abs05 LDP05 DPJ05 OTH05 Fraction in 

2003 

Abs03 37.5% 26.25% 15.0% 21.25% 11.4% 

LDP03 8.21% 68.16% 12.94% 10.7% 39.1% 

DPJ03 
7.92% 21.78% 58.75% 11.55% 33.7% 

OTH03 10.67% 18.67% 9.33% 61.33% 15.7% 

JESIII wave 5 (2003) & wave 9 (2005) 

Table 4b: Voting in the Japanese HR General Election in 2005 and 2009 at the PR tier 

PR Abs09 LDP09 DPJ09 OTH09 Fraction   

Abs05 12.63% 17.89% 54.74% 14.74% 16.0% 

LDP05 9.57% 41.96% 35.64% 12.83% 44.2% 

DPJ05 8.13% 5.74% 73.68% 12.44% 19.3% 

OTH05 8.21% 11.28% 36.41% 44.1% 20.5% 

JESIV wave 1 (2007) & wave 3 (2009). Voting in 2005 is based on recollection at 2007 

Table 4c. Voting in PR tier 2009-2012 

 Abs12 LDP12 DPJ12 3RD12 OTH12 Fraction 

Abs09 69.06% 11.6% 3.31% 8.84% 7.18% 10.5% 

LDP09 17.7% 59.06% 5.33% 11.73% 6.18% 27.1% 

DPJ09 15.84% 16.81% 22.25% 29.14% 15.96% 47.8% 

OTH09 11.07% 5.53% 2.77% 19.76% 60.87% 14.6% 

UT-Asahi Survey 2012. Voting in 2009 (PR) is based on recollection 
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Table 5: Support for Administrative Reform (Response Range 1. Agree – 5. Disagree)  

PR 2003 2005a  

asked in 2005 

 2005b  

asked in 2007 

2009 

LDP 1.72 1.76  1.83 1.98 

DPJ 1.63 1.71  1.67 1.68 

DPJ03→LDP05  1.58    

LDP05→DPJ09     1.66 

JESIII 2003 & 2005     JESIV 2007 & 2009  

   

Table 6. Political & Administrative Reform Saliency among PR Voters 

 2009 

top 

2012 

(top/top3) 

LDP 4.3% 3.3/ 10.6% 

DPJ 14.5% 3.4/ 13.9% 

YP/JRP 18.0% (only 

YP) 

16.5/ 32.8% 

LDP05→DPJ09 12.7%  

DPJ09→YP/JRP12  17.4/ 34.0% 

UTAS 2009 & 2012  
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Figure 1. Constituency-level Vote Swings for Japanese LDP and British Labour 

Figure. 2: Constituency-level Vote-Share Margin (% point) between Top 2 Candidates 
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Figure 3. Vote- & Seat-Share in Japan and UK 
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Appendix III: Wording of Questionnaires  

【JES3_2005】 Q14(13) Inefficient Japanese bureaucracy should be reformed: 1: Agree, 2: 

Somewhat agree; 3: can't say, 4: Somewhat disagree, 5: Disagree 

【JES4_2009】 Q16(13) Japanese bureaucracy is not functioning efficiently, and hence should 

be reformed drastically: 1: Agree, 2: Somewhat agree; 3: can't say, 4: Somewhat disagree, 

5: Disagree 

【UTAS2009】 Q7. At this HR general election, what was the issue you gave the highest 

importance? Please choose and circle one.  

12. Political and administrative reform  

【UTAS2012】 Q6. At this HR general election, what was the issue you gave the highest 

importance? How about the second and the third? Please fill parentheses with a single 

number for each.  

10. Political and administrative reform 


