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ANGST IN SHANGRI-LA: JAPANESE FEAR OF
GROWING OLD

To the Editor: The proportion of Japanese people aged 65
and older reached 19.0% of the total population in 2003.1
This is due to the longest life expectancy for men (78.4) and
women (85.3), but also the longest bealthy life expectancy
in the world—72.3 for men and 77.7 for women.? Japan
also has the lowest fertility rate in the world (1.32) next to
Italy.! This fast-graying nation will soon face an unprece-
dented situation in which one in four will be an elderly
person.? Japan’s long-term care insurance system was es-
tablished in 2000 precisely to manage this fast-graying
population.? How does it feel personally to be among peo-
ple promised the longest healthy life in the world?

To find out how Japanese people in general feel about
aging, a survey was conducted in September 2004, asking
the following three subjective questions.

1. Would you like to live long?
2. Do you worry about getting old?
3. What in particular makes you worry about growing old?

Survey participants were selected from a panel organ-
ized by the Social Survey Research Information Co. Ltd.
in Japan. The panel consisted of 52,478 persons among
the general population aged 20 and older. Some 2,224 peo-
ple were selected using a quota sampling method.* The
sample consisted of 444 adults aged 20 to 39, 546 adults
aged 40 to 54, 563 adults aged 55 to 64, 532 adults aged
65 to 74, and 139 adults aged 75 and older. Each subject
received a self-administered questionnaire; 2,031 returned
the questionnaire, and the data from 2,025 participants
were analyzed.

The survey revealed that 59% of the general public
in Japan hoped to live long. Of those who answered that
they did not wish to live long, neither age nor sex was as-
sociated with a “wish not to live long” (chi-square (y?) =
6.822, degrees of freedom (df) =4, P=.15) (Figure 1).
Eighty-three percent of the sample answered that they
worry about getting old. Again, neither their age nor sex
was associated with their apprehensions in this regard
(2 =4.236, df =4, P=.38) (Figure 1). The 1,680 “wor-
ried” subjects were then asked about what in particular
made them worry about growing old. Specifically, they
were asked whether any of the following eight issues
caused them concern: becoming ill, becoming bedridden or
demented, losing steady income apart from a pension, be-
coming widowed, spouse or partner becoming ill or bed-
ridden, deteriorating relationship(s) with family members
or becoming less close, having to change their way of living,
and deteriorating relationship(s) with friends or becoming
less close.

Examination of the reasons revealed three key concerns
about becoming old. Seventy-eight percent answered that
* becoming bedridden or demented frightened them about
growing old, 72% that becoming ill made them worry
about growing old, and 68% that being left without a
steady income other than a pension was a basis of their
concern about growing old.

The present survey has revealed seemingly paradoxi-
cal results obtained from the general public in a country

Female if}|.
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Figure 1. Two main concerns regarding growing old in ques-
tionnaire survey.
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boasting the longest healthy life expectancy in the world.
In fact, the Japanese surveyed in this study showed consid-
erable apprehension about growing old that appeared out of
proportion to the long and healthy lives that most can an-
ticipate. These overly pessimistic attitudes may limit the
possibilities for successful aging and need to be addressed.
First, there needs to be dissemination among the general
population of more factual information about aging, stress-
ing that the Japanese are the world’s healthiest and longest-
living people in the world. The media has only heightened
the fear of becoming “impaired.” Only a small proportion
of the population, not more than 16% of the elderly Jap-
anese aged 65 and older, need care at all.

Second, although the general public must be given a far
more realistic view of growing old as Japanese, the existing
social system should also be improved so that people will be
reassured that a safety net is in place when they become ill,
impaired, or short of money in later life.

Third, there needs to be attention paid to the possibil-
ities for successful aging. The survey results may reflect the
Alzheimerization of aging; all the publicity given to demen-
tia has raised worries among the entire population. These
worries must be balanced with views of successful aging and
with prevention.programs that could ensure good mental
and physical health and perhaps even forestall the develop-
ment of dementia.’
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