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Post-Covid-19 Japan and Social Shocks
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Abstract — There has been a severe erosion of social life in Japan owing to COVID-19.
However, the existing literature does not provide enough evidence regarding various
social shocks arising out of the Covid-19 and its impact on the society and life of the
people. Thereby, applying the document analysis strategy, this research assesses the
impacts of the pandemic on Japanese society, examining very recent data and attempting
to minimise knowledge in public health studies, sociology, psychology, and Japanology.
This research suggests that the outbreak of Covid-19 seriously impacted Japanese people’s
physical and mental health, and domestic violence and suicide rate have increased
significantly. Nonetheless, this study supports Barkat’s (2021) proposal of V+ shape
therapy for the recovery of the Covid-19 related social shocks.
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1. Introduction

Due to the upshot of the COVID-19, Japanese society is experiencing many social
shocks that have shaken the existing social order. Ostensibly, Japanese society has
resisted some of the shocks by dint of its very deep-rooted enduring cultural
elements and initiatives are taken by the government. However, the ways and
means of lasting recovery remain imprecise.
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‘Shock is an event that can trigger a decline in well-being, which can affect
individuals, a community, a region, or even a nation. It refers to a risk that causes
a ‘significant’ negative welfare effect and leads to undesirable welfare outcomes’
(World Bank, 2000-01; Heitzmann, Canagarajah, & Siegel, 2002; cited in PEP-
UNDP, 2011). When the shock affects social life, it is called ‘Social Shock’.
Several issues generate social shock, such as stress, anxiety, depression, crime,
eviction, deterioration, disrespect, disruption and violence (PEP-UNDP, 2011).
Although each country is experiencing social shocks because of the Covid-19
pandemic, the nature and gravity are perhaps different from one country to
another. Moreover, the governments’ importance to social shocks and
management varies (Nicola et al., 2020).

It has been revealed that the pandemic has significantly impacted Japanese people
not only economically but also in many aspects of social life, particularly mental
and physical health (Tanoue et al., 2020; Ueda et al., 2020; Nagasu et al., 2021;
Makizako et al., 2021), human rights (Matsuda et al., 2021; MARTIN, 2021),
domestic violence (Suga, 2021; Suga 2021a), economic insecurity and reduction
of purchasing power (McIntyre & Lee, 2020; Kobayashi et al., 2021; Tsurugano
et al., 2021; Yatsuya&Ishitake, 2021), education, leisure and recreation (Usami et
al., 2021; Yamamura &Tsustsui, 2021; Tahara et al., 2021), suicide (Osaki et al.,
2021; Nomura et al., 2021). However, seemingly minor academic works have
been conducted to understand the length and breadth of the impact of Covid-19 in
the social life of the Japanese people. This study attempts to understand further
the impact of the covid-19 pandemic on Japanese society and outlines
recommendations for recovery from the social shocks.

2. Literature review

Academia has studied the impact of Covid-19 from many different perspectives
across the countries. However, a literature review shows that impact on physical
and mental health, medical services, family, society, economy, livelihoods,
education and institutions have been studied the most. Nonetheless, as the main
focus of this study is to understand the impact of Covid-19 on social issues, this
review carefully excludes impacts of pure economic issues, education, health
services and institutions.

It appears that people with pre-existing mental and physical health conditions
have experienced higher anxiety and depression in Covid-19 than people with no
pre-existing mental and physical health conditions (Alonzi et al., 2020). Female
gender-related psychological problems, for example, coryza, dizziness and
myalgia and lack of health-related information, contributed to higher levels of
depression, anxiety and stress (Wang et al., 2020). The vulnerability of people
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with psychological problems in Covid-19 has frequently been reported in recent
literature (Cullen et al., 2020). It is identified that factors such as higher education
background, people aged below 30 years, single and separated status, contact with
Covid-19 patients and feelings of discrimination are the causes of adverse mental
health at the time of this pandemic (Wang et al., 2021). Likewise, depression,
anxiety, and post-traumatic symptoms have been identified as the main element of
psychological disorder; in most cases, the severity scale is mild-moderate (Talevi
et al., 2020). However, a study in China finds moderate to severe impact of Covid-
19 on people’s mental health (Wang et al., 2020). The study also finds that mental
health parameters have varied from country to country in the Covid-19 pandemic.
For example, anxiety, stress and depression were higher in Thailand than in
Vietnam (Wang et al., 2021).

Moreover, mental health decline has been a severe issue in the USA and Canada
(Alonzi et al., 2020). The study argues that people with mental health issues
usually have a lower life expectancy, and Covid-19 may adversely impact them
(Cullen et al., 2020). Nevertheless, it is suggested that post-pandemic
management of stress and anxiety is crucial to avoid permanent post-traumatic
stress disorder (Cullen et al., 2020).

A study conducted in Pakistan reveals that children have experienced
uncertainties, stress, fear, change in routine physical and social isolation, and
more parental stress (Imran et al., 2020). Refusal of activities by children and the
impact of the family conflict has also been unveiled by the literature (Khan et al.,
2020). Therefore, studies suggest allocating more resources to improve children’s
mental health and well-being (Imran et al., 2020). It is found that the mental
health condition of homeless people has worsened in Covid-19, including chronic
mental health, schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder (Khan et al., 2020).
Furthermore, studies have found that Covid-19 has seriously affected institutional
and interpersonal trust, and the factors such as economic insecurity and health
concern have contributed to this (Daniele, 2020).

Studies also conclude that impacts of Covid-19 have been spread over income,
gender, racial and ethnic inequalities (Kramer & Kramer, 2020) which will
eventually interrupt the overall equilibrium of the society. Covid-19 has
exacerbated pre-existing social conditions such as inequalities and disparities that
directly impact the social order increasing the number of marginalised
populations (Qian & Fan, 2020). It reveals that Covid-19 has impacted many
areas of social life, for example, income, living, education and membership of
associations and clubs (Qian & Fan, 2020), which resulted in social shocks.
Several studies report that due to the responsibility to ensure healthcare services
to Covid-19 patients, healthcare workers are at serious risk of developing mental
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and physical health consequences (Shaukat et al., 2020). This risk factor is limited
to the health workers and threatens his family.

However, precedence is there that public health emergencies and pandemics
exacerbate different forms of violence against women and girls (UNICEF, 2018;
Amadasun, 2020). With no exception, domestic violence has increased worldwide
during the Covid-19 pandemic. In New York, domestic violence cases increased 30%
from April 2020 to April 2019 and cases in the UK increased 700% in a day because
of the lockdown (Viveiros& Bonomi, 2020). Furthermore, the number of visitors to
New York City’s domestic violence resource website increased three times in the
pandemic than the normal situation and visits per day reached 115 between March 18
to April 5 of 2020; previously, it was 45 per day (UN Women, 2020). After the
lockdown in March 2020, domestic violence cases increased to 30% in France (UN
Women, 2021). Domestic violence and demand for emergency shelter have increased
in many countries, including the UK, USA, Canada, Spain and Germany. Domestic
violence-related emergency calls increased in Argentina, Cyprus and Singapore by
25%, 30% and 33%, respectively (UN Women, 2021) and domestic violence helpline
calls increased 300% in the city of Vancouver, Canada, at the time of the lockdown
(UN Women, 2020). A higher rate of domestic violence has also been reported in
Japan (Suga, 2020).

Several existing pieces of literature published at the time of the pandemic
highlighted the violation of human rights (Huffstetler, 2021). Violation of the
migrant worker’s rights was also unveiled by many studies (Kumar & Choudhury,
2021). Unfortunately, some countries, such as Brazil, enforced strict policies
against foreigners, which were utterly a violation of fundamental rights (Amorim,
2021). Reportedly, many western countries and the USA applied measures that
violated foreigners’ rights. Violations of rights of different forms have been
reported across the countries, for example, Mexico, African nations and Germany
(Sanchez, 2020; Amadasun, 2020; Arnold, 2020).

This literature review has inspected recent publications regarding various social
shocks caused owing to Covid-19. However, the reviewed literature does not
present enough evidence about the social shocks caused due to Covid-19 across
the world, especially in Japanese society. Moreover, the existing literature neither
provides much insight about the deterioration of physical and mental health and
family level disruption in different countries and Japan because of Covid-19 nor
the disrespect to people’s fundamental rights in the pandemic. Thus, this study
strives to minimise gaps in the existing literature by answering the following
research question.

How have Covid-19 impacted Japanese people’s social lives, particularly mental
and physical health, family level disorder, and suicide?
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3.  Methodology

This study adopts a document analysis strategy and a web-surfing data collection
technique applied to collect data. The thematic data analysis technique is followed
to analyse data and develop themes. The data have been presented quantitatively
under each theme. Very recently published online data is used to address the
research question. The data sources include UN Women, Statista, Ministry of
Justice, Japan; UNICEF, Journal article, Japan-based online newspaper articles-
The Japan Times, Nippon.com, NIKKEIASIA, and others- BBC, CBS NEWS,
socialprotection.org. The statistical data from different authentic sources have
been used to improve the clarity of the analysis. Both generic and systematic
searches have been conducted. The keywords for the systematic search in Google
Scholar are (i) “Covid 19” and “Social Shock”, (ii) “Covid 19” and “Mental
Health”, (iii) “Covid 19” and “Physical Health”, (vi) “Income Inequality” and
Japan; and v) “Covid 19” and Physical Health & Mental Health. The Keywords
for the Systematic Search in Science Direct are (i) “Covid 19” and (“family
violence” or “family conflict” or “family disruption” or “family disorder”)- title,
abstract, keywords: “Covid 19” and “family violence” or “family conflict” or
“family disruption” or “family disorder”), and (ii) “Covid-19” and “Human
Rights Violation”- title, abstract, keywords: “Coronavirus” or “Covid 19” and
“Human Rights Violation”. Generic search has been conducted in Google Scholar
with the input such as (i) Covid-19 Physical & Mental Health Impact on Japan,
(i1) Covid-19 & Domestic violence in Japan, (iii) Covid-19 & Family disorder in
Japan, (iv) Covid-19 & Suicide in Japan, (v) Covid-19 & Economic Insecurity in
Japan, and (vi) Covid-19 & Socio-economic implication. The study has given
serious attention to ethical issues, and the data sources have been verified to
confirm the authenticity and reliability of findings. To the end, three themes have
been outlined to respond to the research question: deterioration of physical and
mental health, family level disorder, and trend of suicidal behaviour in the Covid-
19 context.

4.  Limitations of the Study and Scope of Future Research

This study examines the impact of Covid-19 in the social life of Japanese people
with a particular emphasis on mental and physical health, family level disorder
and suicide, and other aspects of social life that have been excluded from the
prerogative of this study. However, the study encourages future research on crime
and delinquency, fraud, behavioural changes, and conflict in the Covid-19
context. Moreover, only secondary data have been used for this study; primary
data could improve its rigour.
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5.  Analysis and Finings
5.1 Deterioration of physical and mental health

The lifestyle of the Japanese people has been significantly changed because of
Covid-19. The movement restrictions resulted in reduced physical activities that
ultimately contributed to health status. It is reported that in the middle of October
2019 to April 2020, per week physical activity time of Japanese people has been
reduced to 32.4%. In the Covid-19 emergency period, community-dwelling older
adults of Japan experienced a 40% decline in their physical fitness. Moreover,
people aged 40 to 69 years who generally perceived a decline in physical fitness
experienced a further decrease in physical activities in the Covid-19 period
(Makizako et al., 2021). The Statista (2021) online survey of 5000 respondents
reveals that more than 23% of Japanese people gained weight after the outbreak
of Covid-19, whereas more than 10% said their appetite increased. 18% of the
respondents stated they felt tired more quickly than on previous occasions. More
than 14% of the survey participants mentioned that they had a stiff
shoulder/backache or it got worse. Due to Covid-19 restrictions, 5.5% of the
respondents said they had headaches or got worse.

Figure 1: Physical Health Status of the Japanese People amid Pandemic (As of
June 2020)
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Source: Statista, 2021

The deterioration of the mental health framework has been developed examining
Tanoue et al. (2020), Brooks et al. (2020), Ueda et al. (2020) and Martin (2021),
where three factors have been identified as the leading cause of the deterioration
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of mental health in Japan in the post-Covid-19 situation, and the factor are Covid-
19 patient himself who suffers from higher psychological distress, quarantine
effect and impact of social distancing (see Figure 2). Due to quarantine, Japanese
people fall into fretfulness and financial loss. Because of social distancing, people
in Japan suffered from anxiety and depression. All these factors generate socio-
economic distress and result in worse mental health.

A survey was conducted in 2020 to identify the contributing factors to severe
psychological distress (SPD); out of 25,482 participants, 10% met SPD criteria.
However, many factors have been identified that were associated with SPD during
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the factors are fear of Covid-19, domestic violence,
and caregiving burden (Yoshioka et al., 2021).

Figure 2: Deterioration of Mental Health
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Source: Tanoue et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2020; Ueda et al. 2020; Martin, 2021

27% of Japanese people above 60 years feel that they are becoming forgetful, and
50% of them pointed out that they have lost their vigour in life in Covid-19. 22%,
28% and 47% of people in their 70s, 80s and 90s, respectively, said that they went
out of home once a week or less (Martin, 2021). Figure 3 demonstrates that
dementia symptoms increase among Japanese people because of the pandemic.
More than 40% of people aged around 90 years, around 30% aged 80 years,
around 20% aged 70 years and more than 10% aged 60% have increased dementia
symptoms (Martin, 2021).

According to a Statista (2021) online survey of 5000 people, around 20% of
Japanese people felt more stressed and annoyed as the time at home increased due
to movement restrictions. 14.70% fell more frequently than the Covid-19
pandemic. It reveals that 12.10% of people felt more stressed about work, and
10.40% felt more frequently that it was not fun to do anything. More than 8.50%
of the participants said they lost interest in anything. Conversely, 11.40% of the
respondents felt happier as the time at home increased, and 8.30% felt less
stressed about work in the Covoid-19 period. Interestingly, 2.80% of the
participants felt favourable more frequently at the time of the pandemic.
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Figure 3: Trend of Developing Dementia Symptom among Older People
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Figure 4: Mental Health Status of Japanese People amid Pandemic
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It appears in Figure 5 that deterioration of mental health impacted social
behaviour negatively, resulting in distress reaction, health risk behaviour, stress,

anxiety and depression and lowered perceived health (Shigemura et al., 2020).

Figure 5: Deterioration of Mental Health: Social Behaviour Perspective
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Source: Shigemura et al., 2020
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A recent study considering academic institution closures finds that mental health
inequality between gender groups and educational backgrounds has increased.
Moreover, mothers’ mental health worsened in the pandemic compared to other
females. Interestingly, the mental health of males remains unchanged in the
Covid-19 situation (Yamamura &Tsustsui, 2021).

Figure 6: Deterioration of Mental Health: Gender Perspective
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Another study unveils that women had higher anxiety in Covid-19 than men and
lowered their daily activities. Moreover, the study finds that the mental health of
female students has been severely affected due to the shutdown of the campus,
and demographic characteristics have been identified as the critical factor to the
effect (Tahara, 2021). The research concludes that depression and distress among
Japanese people have increased from 2% to 9% in Covid-19, and at the time of
the second wave in March/April of 2021, 1 out of 5 Japanese have experienced
probable depression (Fukase et al., 2021).

5.2 Family level disorder

Still, the Japanese family has remained the most influential socialisation agent to
a Japanese national. Unique Japanese culture and customs have extensively been
promoted and taught within the family system. Thereby, the disorder in the family
system means a loss to the life of Japanese people. However, most Japanese
families have undergone a stressful situation in the Covid-19 pandemic mainly
because of the shutdown of the workplace, school and parks, playground and day-
care facilities and restriction to attend social events, which resulted in higher
domestic violence and suicide. Conflict and stress among family members also
increased in home-sharing as workplace, classroom or care centre for elderlies
(Shibusawa et al., 2021).

It is a predominant practice of the Japanese family system that men bear the
responsibility of the financial support of all family members. It is perceived that
the family’s financial support is instrumental to men’s domination over other
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family members. However, due to the restrictions in Covid-19, men felt a sense of
inadequacy and loss of control over many family matters. This uncertainty
triggered the assertion of power through the manifestation of unacceptable
behaviour that includes violence against partners, children and others living in the
household (UN Women 2020a; Suga, 2021). These factors have been presented in
Figure 7.

Figure 7: Disruption in Family Level during Covid-19
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Due to the Covid-19 restrictions, Japanese people stayed at home, which elicited
much higher domestic violence than usual. Japanese Public Spousal Violence
Counselling Support Centre (SVCSC) provided 13,272 consultations in April
2020, which was 1.3% higher than the same month of the past year (Asahi
Shimbun Digital 2020 cited in Suga, 2020). It is worth mentioning that the
SVCSCs are the public entities under the Gender Equality Bureau of the Cabinet
Office, which provide three types of services counselling, medical and
psychological support and emergency support to the victims. To provide 24/7
effective counselling services to the victims of domestic violence via telephone
and social media, the Japanese government introduced Domestic Violence
Counselling Plus (DVCP) in April 2020. The DVCP, on average, provided 4400
consultations each month since the kick-off. Honouring the request of the All
Japan Women'’s Shelter Network, the Japanese government stated on April 2020
titled ‘On proper support for DV victims in response to COVID-19 infections’ to
ensure counselling services and other supports in the prefectural level (Suga,
2021). There was a common trend of complaints from the victims- ‘my husband
is working from home; children are not going to school; my husband gradually
becomes distressed and physically violent to me’ (All Japan Women’s Shelter
Network, 2020 cited in Suga, 2020). A study finds that children maltreatment due
to Covid-19 has increased in Japan, and 18.3% of parents of a sample size of 5344
was involved in abusive behaviour against children. It also reveals that screen
time enhanced and mental health became poorer because of Covid-19 (Yamaoka
et al., 2021). Another study argues that measures taken by the government to
control infection negatively contribute to the children increasing abuse and
neglect (Usami et al., 2021).

10
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However, Japan government has taken some initiatives to manage the situation,
and the initiatives include the introduction of the Public Domestic Violence
Counselling Offices for Covid-19 Emergencies, DVCP, and counselling services
for non-Japanese, agreement with private shelters, protection of victims,
additional support and cash payment (Suga, 2020).

5.3 Trend of suicidal behaviour in the Covid-19 context

The suicide attempt in Japan in 2018 and 2019 was 0.9% and 0.8%, respectively.
However, suicide attempts increased to 1.3% in 2020 because of Covid-19 (Habu
et al., 2021). The study claims that the Covid-19 pandemic has contributed to the
suicide rate in Japan. It suggests that the suicide rate increased in 2020 from 2016
to 2019, and a relative increase was found among men and women below 30 years
and 30 to 49 years (Sakamoto et al., 2021).

Research findings show that seemingly for several factors, for example, subsidies
from the government, reduced working hours and school shutdown, in the first
five months of the pandemic suicide rate declined by 14%. However, during the
second wave, particularly from July to October 2020 monthly suicide rate
increased by 16%. A significant increase has been seen among females, 37%, and
among children and adolescents that was 49%. It is understood that the impact of
Covid-19 will exist in society for the long run; however, modifiers per se
subsidies may not continue (Tanaka & Okamoto, 2021).

Figure 8: Increase and Decrease in Suicidal Behaviour among the Japanese
People during Covid-19

2020 July-October, 2020

2019
February-June, 2020

Source: Tanaka & Okamoto, 2021

A study has reported a new suicidal behaviour pattern during the Covid-19
pandemic. The study reports that the suicide rate in Japan for the first time in the
last 11 years went up in 2020, where the suicide rate among males decreased a
little, but the female suicide rate increased to 15%. Previously, a higher rate of
male suicide was observed during the various national crises, such as the fall of
the property bubble and the stock market or banking crisis in 2008. Nonetheless,
Covid-19 shock is affecting the young generation, especially young women. A

11
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total of 878 Japanese women committed suicide in October 2020, which is 70%
higher than in October 2019. The Japanese newspaper reported that at one point
in 2020 total number of suicide was 2199, whereas until then, the total number of
deaths because of Covid-19 was 2087 (Wingfield-Hayes, 2021).

Figure 9: Number of Suicides in Japan 2008-2020
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6. Way forward: The “V+ shaped therapy”

A mammoth task is ahead of the Japanese government to overcome the social shocks
generated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Existing literature favours ‘V-shaped therapy
for overcoming the shocks as ‘V-shaped therapy intends to bring society back to its
perfect order. However, Barkat (2021), in his work titled ‘Post-COVID-19 JAPAN:
Shocks and Therapy- A Multidisciplinary Treatise of an economist-Japanologist’
proposes “V+ shaped therapy” for Covid-19 recovery as the Japanese society was not
in perfect order before the pandemic because of inequality, over-concentration of
money to a small group of people and multidimensional poverty and deprivation.
Other existing literature also reveals that before Covid-19, Japanese society
encountered some issues that conflicted with the thought of an ideal society. For
example, income inequality (Steinmo, 2006; Jones, 2007; Ohtake, 2008; Oshio &
Kobayashi, 2011; Oshio & Urakawa 2014), the higher price of consumer goods
(Nikkei Asia, 2017; Ogura, 2017), the financial burden of care for older people due to
declining income generation and increasing ageing population (Hayashi 2011; Harth,
2020), extreme work pressure, stressful life and worsening physical & mental health
(CBS NEWS, 2017), family violence (Figure 10- Ministry of Justice, 2019) and
suicide (Figure 11- Engelmann, 2018; Wingfield-Hayes, 2021).

Although the Prevention of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims Act
was enacted in 2001 to prevent domestic violence, cases increased in Japan before
the pandemic (Ando, 2020). Data in Figures 10-13 show a rising trend in almost
all counts of violence before COVID, namely domestic violence (consultations
and arrests), spousal offences, and suicides. The number of domestic violence
cases recorded in 2019 was 9,161 (Ando, 2020). It is expected that domestic

12
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violence cases will continue to increase due to the pandemic. Domestic violence
local consultation Centres in Tokyo received 23 phone calls in March 2020.
Before the pandemic, the average number of calls was ten phone calls per month
(Osumi, 2020).

Figure 10: Domestic Violence Consultations in Pre-COVID-19 Japan
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Figure 11: Domestic Violence Arrests in Pre-COVID-19 Japan
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In this social context of Japanese society, this study supports the “V+ shaped
therapy” of Barkat (2021) to recover social shock. In the recovery process, the
determination of political leaders for the economic development capable of
creating positive social impact is crucial. At the same time, the economic

13



52 Journal of Japanese Studies: Exploring Multidisciplinarity January 2022, Vol. 1, No. 1

Figure 12: Reported cases of spousal offenses in Japan, by types of offenses:
1989-2018
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Figure 13: Suicide Incidents in Japanese Society before COVID-19
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development outcomes have to reach people of all levels. Economic recovery
from two-decades-long economic recession and further for COVID-19 economic
shock with particular attention to the most affected areas and groups such as
workers, SMEs, minorities, lower-income groups, and so on is significant.
Pragmatic policy and institutional setup, such as Domestic Violence Consultation
Plus, is fundamental to reducing stress, anxiety, and distress. Moreover, an
effective suicide prevention mechanism has to be developed primarily for the
vulnerable population to reduce their distress and depression.

7. Conclusion

The Covid-19 pandemic has hard-hit Japanese society, and significant damage has
been done to people’s physical and mental health, family system, and suicide.
Society has never faced such disintegration after the Second World War. After the
fall of the bubble economy, neo-liberalism policy was adopted and promoted by
the government. However, recovery has not been made under the neo-liberalist
approach. Inequality has increased, and the decline in income, the higher price of
consumer goods, and extreme work pressure worsen physical and mental health.
In this milieu, Covid-19 has made a double blow to society. Per week activity time
of Japanese people has been reduced; therefore, 40% of people are expected to
lose physical fitness and around 25% gain weight. Around 20% of people felt
more stressed and annoyed due to the shutdown. People are losing their
enthusiasm to work and frequently feel more down before the Covid-19
pandemic. Domestic violence has significantly increased, and consultation
services have reached a record number.

Most importantly, the suicide rate has reached the highest level compared to the
last eleven years. Therefore, political leadership has to play a significant role in
addressing social shocks and bringing Japanese society back to standard. In this
regard, ‘V Plus-Shaped Therapy’ proposed by Barkat (2021) can provide a
solution for Japanese society’s recovery from the Covid-19 related social shocks.
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