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This research project is aimed at analyzing the use of the Internet and
social media by Japanese political candidates and political parties during national election
campaigns. During the 2013 election cycle, over 90% of candidates had websites, 85% of candidates
had Facebook pages, and 72% of candidates utilized Twitter. It is possible that the changes in the
Public Offices Election Law in April 2013 to allow Internet-based campaigning during the official
election campaign activities period contributed to the high percentages of candidates utilizing
social media. In the 2016 Upper House election cycle, the number of candidates with websites
decreased to 69%, and there were decreases as well among candidates using Facebook (68%) and Twitter

ESS%). This trend suggests that candidates are continuing to integrate social media into their
election campaign media strategy but are not relying on social media only to attract voters.



The use of the Internet during political campaign
periods has become an important alternative
media channel for political parties and candidates
to communicate with and inform the public. In
the past decade particularly, the utilization of
social media channels such as Twitter, Facebook,
and Youtube have provided new venues for the
public to obtain information about political
campaigns and political events from political
actors.

However, to date, there has been no systematic
and ongoing comparison of the trends in the
political use of the Internet in Japan by political
actors. In fact, restrictions concerning campaign
advertising and media use within the Public
Offices Election Law extended to Internet use
during election cycles from the late 1990s until
April 2013.

The within research seeks to assess and compare
the use of the Internet by political parties,
candidates, and other political actors by focusing
on the Upper House election cycles in 2013 and
2016. These are significant periods for election
campaign practices in Japan, as the Public
Offices Election Law was amended in April 2013
to alow politica parties and candidates to
continue to use websites and socia media during
the officially sanctioned campaign activities
period immediately prior to each election.

The following methods were used in this
research.

Websites: During the 2013 and 2016 Upper
House election cycles, the top pages of candidate
websites were archived using Evernote to
evauate the information and links to
social-media channels.

Social-media use: During the 2013 Upper House
election cycle, candidates’ Twitter and Facebook
pages were archived in html format. During the
2016 Upper House election campaign period,
election, the public tweets generated by
candidates, political parties, and election
management boards during the official campaign
activities period were collected using NodeXL.
In addition, during the 2016 election cycle,
comments on candidate Facebook pages were
collected using NVivo, a qualitative software
program.

(1) One of the main objectives of this research
was to assess the use of the Internet in general,
and social media in particular, during election
campaign periods. With the lifting of the ban on
Internet-based campaigning in April 2013, it was

expected that candidate use of the Internet during
the 2013 Upper House election would increase
substantially.

The analysis of candidate use of the Internet
during this election period shows that of a total of
435 candidates, 403 candidates had websites
(92.6%), 311 candidates utilized Twitter (71.5%),
371 candidates had Facebook accounts (85.3%),
and 146 candidates (33.6%) utilized video
through either Youtube or other online video
websites. Compared to the 2010 Upper House
election period, the use of websites overall
showed a slight increase (from 86.6% in 2010),
with Twitter use almost doubling that of the
previous Upper House election (36.8% in 2010).
Figure 1 shows a breakdown of candidate use of
social media during this election campaign cycle.

Figure 1. Social media use by candidates in the
2013 Upper House election campaign (by
political party) (Source: Author compilation)
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The increased use of social media channels to
involve voters in the campaign was especially
pronounced during the 2013 election campaign
cycle. In many cases, websites were used for
static and in-depth information, such as candidate
background and policy information. In contrast,
social media such as Twitter appeared to be used
to promote and attract involvement to
campaign-related events. The increased candidate
use of public Facebook pages demonstrated a
new means of involving the public in election
campaigns by posting photographs of campaign
activities and allowing public comments. during
The analysis of candidate use of social media
during the 2013 Upper House election noted
trends towards visualization of campaigns and
attention to personal image on a broad
geographical scale, as opposed to the traditional
local-level nature of political campaigning in
Japan.

(2) During the 2016 Upper House election cycle,
certain trends were discerned in the use of the
Internet by candidates and political parties.

First, during this election period, the percentage
of candidates with websites decreased for the



first time since 2001 (Figure 2). Website use was
particularly high (over 95%) among candidates
from major political parties such as the Liberal
Democratic Party and the Democratic Party, yet
varied considerably among candidates of small
and new political parties.

Figure 2. Website utilization among Upper House
election candidates in Japan 2001-2016 (Source:
Author compilation)
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Second, there was a trend discerned towards a
corresponding decrease overall in the use of
social media channels during the 2016 Upper
House election cycle (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Social media use by candidates in the
2013 Upper House election campaign (by
political party) (Source: Author compilation)
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This trend suggests that candidates have become
more careful in their use of social media for
political campaign purposes.

Third, during the 2016 Upper House election
cycle, local election management boards at the
prefectural level also utilized social media
channels. Among Japan’s 48 prefectures, 16
prefectural election management boards utilized
Twitter, and 14 utilized Facebook during this
election cycle. A preliminary analysis of the
number of tweets and retweets during the official
election campaign activities period showed

differences among the election management
boards in terms of content and frequency, yet
overall, the tweet content tended to promote
involvement in voting among young voters.

(3) To delve more deeply into the
professionalization of political campaigns in
Japan, three election management consultants
(“election planners”) were interviewed for this
project concerning candidate and political party
use of the Internet and social media.

The results of the interviews are as follows: First,
election management consultants suggested that
many candidates pursue a dual strategy of
campaigning to appeal to different demographic
segments of the electorate. For example,
traditional campaign methods are used for an
older demographic, while Internet- and social
media-based techniques are also used to attract
younger voters. Second, there is an increasing
consciousness among candidates concerning
communicating with and informing voters about
their platforms and policies.
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