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Our findings about the multilevel strategies, ideological orientation, and conflict dimensions of
candidates for subnational elections point to a range of implications for the quality of
accountability, competitiveness, and responsiveness in Japan®s democratic representation.

i The project comprehensively analyzed multi-level electoral campaigning
dynamics through the systematic collection, coding, and comparing of candidate manifestos at
prefectural and municipal level for assembly and chief executive elect ions in Japan.

Based on this data set, | conducted analysis in five separte areas: 1) when and how gubernatorial
candidates "naitonalise” local elections; 2) strategies of blame avoidance and credit claiming in
response to Covid-19 among gubernatorial candidates; 3) comparison of the conflict dimensions and
ideological orientations of gubernatorial candidates in comparison with the national level; 4)
comparison of the discursive themes, assumptions, and contestation for a key policy issue - rural
in-migration - at both national and municipal level; 5) and the ideological orientation of municipal
mayoral eleciton candidates around the issue of depopulation and rural in-migration.
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Political parties which compete in multiple electoral arenas across different levels/branches of
government face “coordination dilemmas”. That is, they must decide whether to “localize” or unify
the party’s campaigning content across the many disparate elections they contest. A growing body
of research has investigated such multi-arena coordination challenges (e.g. Detterbeck 2012,

Golder et al. 2017).

Yet there are still research gaps in how and when individual subnational candidates, not just party
organizations, adjust campaigning appeals strategically in a multi-arena context. The lacunae
stems from the fact that the study of multi-level elections dynamics is based largely on the study
of European parties with a focus on multilevel dynamics between party branches at different levels

and territories.

Turning to Japan, aside from a few studies, multilevel coordination (and divergence) in
campaigning between national, prefectural, and municipal co-partisan candidates have largely not
been investigated. Thus, this research project proposed to focus on Japan and its subnational
gubernatorial and mayoral elections, where candidates are generally more autonomous from party

organizations.

In trying to quantify such divergence in party positions across regions, existing literature, primarily
on European party systems, have compared party manifestos published at national and local levels
(Cabeza et al. 2016, Pogorelis et al. 2013, Libbrecht et al. 2005). It therefore proposed, similarly,
to create a data set of candidate manifestos for both prefectural and municipal assembly and
executive elections, and to use it to understand the multilevel electoral coordination dynamics in

Japanese politics.

2. MEoHB®

This project’s key goal was to elucidate what factors lead to greater convergence/divergence of
campaigning content (in terms of policy emphasis, positions, and ideologies) of co-partisans
vertically across different levels of government and horizontally across local governments at the
same level. The research also sought to systematically test the conventional wisdom that Japanese
subnational elections are de-politicized and lacking in programmatic competition. Finally, the
research project aimed to uncover important normative implications for Japanese democratic
representation. Voters struggle to effectively select as well as keep accountable representatives
where co-partisans diverge in policy positions not only in the same electoral arena but also from

other branches of the party, such as those of the national headquarters.

The project’s secondary goal was to generate a database that could be used for analysis of
prefectural and municipal elections in general which could help answer such questions such as:
how has local campaigning content over time changed? What are the territorial differences in the
campaigning salience and position of specific policy areas? What kinds of language/discourse has

been used on certain policy areas, in different regions and over time?
3. WDk

The study was comprised of two stages.



In the first stage, I collected candidate manifestos from selected local governments at prefectural
and municipal level through local election administration committees and public libraries as well
as online digital sources. These were selected to provide variation in key characteristics such as
local government size, urbanization levels, district magnitudes, and partisanship.  These
manifestos were digitalized and combined with various data on the individual candidates as well
as the relevant specific election, electoral district, and local government. I collected and coded
candidate manifestos with basic candidate and electoral data for some 1,350 prefectural assembly
candidates and some 500 gubernatorial and mayoral candidates. In addition, I have also selected
and completed a data set of "word score" reference texts and code of key terms to compare the
ideological content of national with subnational candidate manifestos, along with a data set of

speeches by party leaders at both levels.

In the second stage, I conducted quantitative and qualitative analyses using the collated data to
analyze how the campaigning content of subnational candidates diverged or converged from their
co-partisans at the national or sub-national level. Among the methods taken, I coded for various
policy positions and multilevel strategies (such as when a candidate “nationalizes” subnational
elections by referring to national-level policy, performance, or emphasizes personal linkages to the
national government or makes statements which blame national levels for issues at subnational
level). Correspondence analysis as well as “wordscore” methods were used to estimate dimensions
of conflict as well as ideological clustering of different partisan candidates in gubernatorial and
mayoral elections. I further conducted more in-depth analysis on two selected policy areas —
response to Covid-19 and depopulation/rural-in-migration — and used the data set to conduct both
quantitative and qualitative analyses focusing on ideological orientation and dimensions of conflict

as revealed by the campaign discourse.

Based on the above research goals, data set, and methods, I conducted analysis of five separate
areas of multilevel coordination, which each form a separate article (three of which have been
published and two pending publication). These five articles analyze: 1) when and how
subnational candidates "nationalize" local elections (Hijino and Ishima 2021); 2) strategies of
blame avoidance and credit claiming in response to Covid-19 among gubernatorial and national
candidates (Hijino and Ishima 2023); 3) comparison of the conflict dimensions and ideological
orientations of gubernatorial candidates in comparison with the national level (Hijino 2022, Hijino
and Ishima 2023b) ; 4) comparison of the central discursive themes, assumptions, and contestation
for a key policy issue - rural in-migration - at both national and municipal level (Hijino 2023b); 5)
and the ideological orientation of municipal mayoral election candidates around the issue of

depopulation and rural in-migration (Hijino 2023).
A description of the key findings for each of the above articles are as below:

1. Building upon studies on multi-level electoral dynamics, the article demonstrates how
individual legislative candidates, and not just parties, selectively adopt what we call “cross-
level electoral appeals”(CLEAs): campaign messages which emphasize issues,
performances, and actors in levels of government other than that which the candidate or
party is seeking office. Through regression analysis, we find evidence of national
government party popularity leading to more frequency of local candidate CLEAs. We also
find that local candidates who are more dependent on the party vote (i.e. those in smaller
district magnitudes and in centralized party organizations) are more prone to certain types
of CLEAs. (Hijino and Ishima 2021)

2. The article codes for different types of campaign appeals and responses to Covid-19, to



analyze which types of candidates are taking what kind of multilevel strategies (including
appeals to unity, avoiding and shifting blame, claiming credit, or praising/criticizing
national policy over Covid-19). The analysis finds few limited cases of blame shifting,
credit claiming, and rallying among these subnational candidates. But regression
analysis partially confirmsed expectations about how incumbency and partisanship would
influence these multilevel strategies. Both incumbents and challengers of various
partisanship focused primarily on prospective rather than retrospective statements in
their candidate manifestos concerning Covid-19. (Hijino and Ishima 2023)

3. This article captures the conflict dimensions and ideological orientations of gubernatorial
candidates by investigating the campaign discourse of gubernatorial candidates both
before and after the pandemic outbreak. We find that the language, and underlying
ideological orientation, of these candidates can be separated into four clusters:
“mainstream”, “old left”, “neo-liberal” and “fringe”. In addition, “regionalist” and “new
left” populism can also be identified in select elections. The ideological orientations, as
revealed by the discourse of candidates towards Covid-19 challenges, shows that the
traditional left-right or progressive-conservative dimension of conflict is inadequate to
fully understand the dynamics of subnational politics. (Hijino 2022, Hijino and Ishima
2023b)

4. This paper describes the political discourses around depopulation and measures to
encourage in-migration from urban to rural areas in Japan. Using policy texts and
campaigning material (national party manifestos and subnational candidate manifestos for
mayoral elections), we uncover the central discursive themes, assumptions, and
contestation over in-migration at both national and local level. In the ruling party
discourse, non-Tokyo “regions” have potential and imperative to revive demographically
and economically. These assumptions are largely unchallenged by opposition parties, aside
from the communists, at national level. At local level, these goals to attract and retain
youth to increase population are echoed by most mayoral candidates, where few voices
challenge the claim that only with population growth can regions thrive. (Hijino 2023c)

5. This paper investigates how elected officials and candidates position themselves and
contest issues concerning depopulation. Using campaign discourse, including candidate
manifestos, it analyses the ideas driving politics in two policy areas related to shrinking
populations: 1) various measures aimed at attracting young families and people to relocate
to the municipality and 2) the closure and merger of public schools. The article maps the
key ideas and assumptions driving policies to adapt and combat depopulation. We find two
ideas — what we call “populationism” and “listenism” — prevalent in the discourse. In
addition, we find contestation about depopulation largely disconnected from broader
ideological debates about the role and size of the state, prioritizing community over
individual interests, or being more open or closed as a community, etc. (Hijino 2023)

The normative implications from these research findings are diverse, but they can be broken into

the two main points.

First, multilevel strategies which seek to “nationalize” subnational elections, including those which
seek to divert or avoid blame for policy performance at local level onto national levels, were limited.
But where they do occur tend to occlude accountability and responsiveness of subnational elections
for policy and performance of subnational governments. Some partisan candidates were
particularly and consistently using strategies to “nationalize” local contests, altogether
unsuccessful electorally and correlated with actually lower voter turnout, suggesting these types of
appeals do not lead to more competitive and attractive elections for voters.

Secondly, and more prominent a finding was that mainstream partisan candidates and
independents for both prefectural and municipal elections tended to converge in both policy and



ideological orientation, as revealed by their campaign discourse. Thus, despite being parties at
opposition in national level, at subnational level candidates backed by the very same parties tended
to share the language and policy focus. In policy areas such as Covid-19 responses and dealing with
depopulation, salient issues for local governments, mainstream candidates were largely
undistinguishable. This convergence has implications for democratic competition and providing
meaningful choice for voters. This ideological convergence among the major mainstream parties
can maybe also investigated to understand the continued decline in voting turnout and interest in

subnational elections generally.
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