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The Japanese government has made overcoming deflation a cornerstone of its
economic policies, but price increases may not be popular with voters, making such policies
politically risky. Using historical public opinion data, we showed that real price increases
negatively affect voters’ perceptions of the state of the economy, which in turn also negatively
impact cabinet approval rates. In addition, we designed survey experiments to show that subjective
perceptions of the economy are influenced by economic news, such as the release of official GDP
data, regardless of respondents’ partisanship. We also examined how COVID-19 altered citizens
economic behaviors through original surveys.



There 1s considerable evidence that a government’ s macroeconomic competence,
particularly with respect to inflation, unemployment, and GDP growth, strongly
influences individuals’ voting behavior. However, there are numerous cases where
voters support policies that are at odds with their self-interest. At the same
time, it is not clear whether experts’ evaluations of macroeconomic performance
are shared by regular citizens. For example, many macroeconomists problematize
persistent deflation, but voters dislike its opposite—inflation-because it erodes
purchasing power and investment returns. Even if macroeconomists are correct,
government decision-makers are forced to make a tradeoff between the long-term
health of the economy and the short-term preferences of voters. This strategic
dilemma is of crucial importance to fundamental questions in political science and
economics, but to understand how governments resolve these competing goals, we
require further research on how voters subjectively perceive the economy and
attribute responsibility for its causes and consequences.

(1) Overcoming deflation has been the cornerstone of Japanese economic policy
since the late 1990s, and economic growth is in the interest of the entire
nation. However, voters may be more sensitive to the immediate effects of price
increases on their daily lives than to the collective, long-term benefits of
such policies. This study extends existing research on the relationship between
macroeconomic indicators and government approval by examining 1) the
determinants of voters’ subjective evaluations of the economy; 2) when voters
credit or blame the government for economic trends.

(2) While macroeconomic competence is a major component of government approval,
voter sentiment is also influenced by ideological policy issues. One such topic
is constitutional revision, which 1is strongly supported by conservative
political parties and actors but equally opposed by progressives. By analyzing
whether legislators and voters differ in their prioritization of constitutional
amendment over socioeconomic issues, we examine the strategic flexibility of
governments to change the policy agenda and influence public opinion.

(3) This project also examines the impact of COVID-19 on Japanese citizens’
economic and political preferences. While the long-term effects of the pandemic
will require further study, we conduct original surveys to explore how
individuals’ social distancing and consumption behavior changed in the early
phases of the infection spread.

(1) Our analysis regarding citizens’ subjective perceptions of economic
performance is based on an original database of individual-level public opinion,
which draws on survey data from Jiji Press from 1976 to 2016. We examine the
sensitivity of attitudes towards economic well-being and inflation expectations
to real macroeconomic trends, paying particular attention to business cycle
effects and generational cohort differences. We also conduct original survey
experiments, timed around the release of quarterly GDP data, to examine how
news about macroeconomic trends influence voter assessments of the economy.

(2) We examine the relative importance of economic performance versus
ideological cleavage issues using data from the University of Tokyo-Asahi
Survey (UTAS). This dataset includes preferences towards diverse policy issues
among both election candidates and eligible voters. We compare the relative



salience of performance versus ideology among candidates and voters who self-
identify as “ moderates” versus “ extremists”

(3) Finally, we conducted original surveys relating to COVID-19 and economic
behavior. We examine individuals’ tendencies to engage 1in excessive
consumption, whereby people purchase commodities they expect to be in short
supply, such as toilet paper and face masks.

Our research has yielded refereed publications and presentations at
international conferences relating to all three research topics.

(1) Using public opinion data, we 1identify the sensitivity of citizens’
subjective evaluations of the economy to objective macroeconomic trends. We
apply recent innovations in disaggregating Age-Period-Cohort (APC) components
of public opinion. Our primary interest is in the “ cohort” dimension: citizens
who were born and raised during economic booms or recessions may have persistent
beliefs about the economy that are resilient to short-term, or “ period” ,
trends. At the same time, individuals who support the governing party may
perceive the economy more optimistically than those who support opposition
parties. In presentations at annual meetings of three international conferences
(1, 2), we show that birth year and partisanship have important interactive
effects. Older generations are more pessimistic about the overall state of the
economy than younger generations, and this trend is particularly pronounced
for opposition party supporters. However, the pattern 1is reversed for
evaluations of individual economic well-being. Among both LDP and opposition
party supporters, younger cohorts see their individual economic circumstances
more negatively. Our analyses demonstrate that citizens vary in their
sensitivity to market signals, which in turn suggests that government policies
that aim to stimulate demand and reverse deflation may have weaker effects than
predicted by economy theory.

We also conduct multinational survey experiments that test the causal
relationship between economic trends and individuals’ subjective evaluations.
Results were presented at domestic conferences (3, 4). Papers based on these
presentations are currently being prepared for submission to peer-reviewed
international political science journals.

(2) We examine the relative weight that citizens place on the government’ s
economic competence versus ideological policies. This research has yielded two
publications in peer-reviewed, international journals and one book chapter in
an edited volume. First, we demonstrate an important gap between the preferences
of “ elites” and the “ masses” . Politicians have stronger preferences (either
agree or disagree) about constitutional amendment than do voters (5). Citizens
who are ideologically extreme (very conservative or very progressive) are also
likely to prioritize constitutional issues in their vote choice. However,
ideological moderates, who comprise most of the population, care more about
socioeconomic topics, such as economic growth and employment prospects. Second,
we design a survey experiment to examine the importance of partisan signals in
shaping opinion towards constitutional reform (6). We show that voters,
particularly non-partisans, are more likely to support constitutional
amendments when they are told these are proposed by a neutral panel of experts,
rather than by the governing party. Third, we find that context matters. Voters
are more likely to support amendments to Article 9 when they are shown
information that stimulates geopolitical concerns, such as a weakening in
America’ s security commitment or the growing power of China (7).

(3) The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant harm to economic well-being,
social relationships, and physical and mental health. While many countries have
imposed strict lockdowns and legal sanctions to impose social distancing and
other protective behaviors, Japan 1is an important outlier because the



government has largely relied on non-mandatory requests to contain infection
spread. We conducted a series of survey experiments to identify how COVID-19
and related government policies have altered people’ s behavior. In (8), we
argue that social distancing is a public good that is likely to be under-
supplied in the absence of external enforcement. However, social norms and
prosocial attitudes can make up the difference. Individuals who are altruistic
and/or sensitive to public shaming are more likely to engage in social
distancing. In (9), we look at the effect of social networking services (SNS)
on economic behavior and find that social media has both positive and negative
effects. Regular users of SNS are more likely to take up recommendations of
the government, such as wearing facemasks, but they are also more likely to
engage in non-recommended behavior, such as hoarding toilet paper. These
variations in individual responses to government recommendations point to the
importance of tailoring public policy messages to different sub-populations.
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