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Japan’s recently-elected prime minister, Shigeru Ishiba, finds himself at the top of a split, minority 
government. Given the precarious nature of his Liberal Democratic Party’s control of the 
government, it is likely that Ishiba's tenure as Prime Minister will not last as long as his 
predecessor's. Some might argue that the LDP election results, combined with other mounting 
evidence about Japanese public opinion on women, might suggest that Ishiba’s successor could be a 
woman. However, recent work on politics and gender in Japan suggests a more nuanced view. 

While Ishiba’s path to leadership in September meant Japan’s Prime Minister is a man for the 102nd 
time, it looked for a moment like Japan might have its first woman in the office. Sanae Takaichi, the 
former Minister of State for Economic Security and a staunch conservative, attracted considerable 
support from members of the Liberal Democratic Party; she narrowly lost to Ishiba in a second-
round runoff. Had a few breaks gone the other way, analysts opined, Takaichi might be Japan’s first 
woman prime minister. 

Unfortunately, three key factors continue to obstruct a woman candidate from leading the LDP—
and eventually the country—any time soon. On the candidate side, women remain unlikely to enter 
political life. On the demand side, voters are unlikely to support them if they do. On the 
institutional side, the party is unlikely to put women up for good offices, or to support them for 
leadership if elected. Without considerable structural or cultural reforms, it will be difficult to 
increase the number of viable women candidates for elected office, in general, and for the prime 
ministerial position, specifically.  

One factor has to do with what voters think about women candidates, or the demand for them. 
While the evidence is mixed, some prior work shows that when Japanese voters are presented with 
identical candidates for political office who vary only in gender, they are about 5 percentage points 
less likely to choose the woman candidate. This work also shows that women candidates could lose 
support when they diverge from gender-based behavioral expectations. Additional work shows that 
women candidates are penalized for being ambitious. The issue here is that voters tend to think that 
ambitious women will not be popular among the broader public, and therefore not a viable (or 
“electable”) candidate for office. 

A second factor is what women candidates think about running, or the supply of candidates. Cross-
national research shows that women tend not to run for election unless they think that they are 
clearly better candidates (i.e., higher quality) than the men who might oppose them. This is a 
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particularly difficult issue in Japan, where the share of women with college degrees is lower than 
with men, unlike many well-developed democracies, and there remain fewer in leadership positions 
at companies and other organizations. There is also a significant gender gap in salaries, with women 
being paid less than men. This means that women often lack the professional qualifications that 
men do. Partly because of this, women typically have fewer resources (e.g., money, networks) than 
men, which also makes it difficult for them to run. 

A third factor has to do with the electoral rules, or institutional factors. Structural issues also face 
women candidates at nearly every turn. For example, positions in the House of Representatives, 
from where prime ministers are elected, are more valuable politically, but prefectural LDP officers 
often act as gatekeepers and fail to nominate women candidates for those races. While the Japanese 
Diet passed a law to promote gender equality in politics on May 16, 2018, the legislation has no real 
power, only encouraging political parties to voluntarily equalize the number of men and women 
candidates as much as possible. 

Further, the selection processes to become party leader and win legislative seats are distinct and 
pose structural obstacles to candidates who may not represent the established party line. The LDP 
leadership election has democratized over the last several decades, as seen in other party selection 
processes in developed democracies. However, the decision is still very much in the hands of the 
party establishment in the Diet. The first round of the LDP leadership election requires a majority 
of 764 votes to win: half from LDP Diet members, half from rank-and-file LDP members. If LDP 
Diet members continue to find unorthodox (e.g., women) candidates to be unsuitable, the road to a 
woman leader is rocky. 
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