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Local assembly elections in a declining and aging society

NEXHEE (AR BM., BB, BE 250words ELIA)  Abstract (Purpose, Process, Significance)

This study examines how population decline and aging affect the relationship between
local assembly members and voters in Japan. As demographic change erodes
community organizations such as neighborhood associations (ichikai/chonaikai/
chiku), which have traditionally served as the electoral base for local politicians,

the study asks how these findings connect to broader political science debates on
voluntary associations and political participation.

The research began by revisiting Uekami (2024), which highlighted the weakening
linkage between local assembly members and voters due to community decline.

A literature review revealed two competing theoretical traditions. The "schools of
democracy" thesis, tracing from Tocqueville through Verba, Schlozman, and Putnam,
holds that participation in voluntary associations cultivates civic skills and promotes
political engagement. The "pools of democracy" thesis, supported by recent empirical
studies, contends that politically inclined individuals self-select into associations,

and that associations themselves produce no independent mobilizing effect. This study

argues for a reappraisal of the schools’ thesis, noting that the pools thesis presupposes

casual-membership organizations, whereas Tocqueville envisioned communities
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where cooperation was a necessity, leaving little room for self-selection.
Reanalyzing a residents' survey from Otoyo Town, Kochi Prefecture—a harsh
environment demanding mutual assistance—the study confirmed that residents
participating in more civic activities contacted local officials and assembly members
more frequently. This effect weakened when controlling for political interest and
trust, suggesting that cooperation fosters political participation through enhanced
civic awareness. These findings were presented at the 2025 IPSA World Congress

(co-authored with Masahisa Endo), and an English-language volume is forthcoming

from Springer.
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