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How Did COVID-19 Politically Affect the Governing Parties?: The Case of Japan’s National Elections

2. EXPWEE (BIRBM. i@, iR 250words LAIA)

Abstract (Purpose, Process, Significance)

This project examines how the COVID-19 crisis affected the electoral performance of the governing
coalition, the Liberal Democratic Party and Komei Party, in Japan. During the crisis, Japan had two
national elections, the lower house election in October 2021 and the upper house election in July 2022.
Analyzing these two elections in parallel provides a rare opportunity to assess how consistent the voting
patterns were under different phases of the pandemic. For this purpose, a set of cross-sectional analyses
of prefecture-level variations are conducted, with the inclusion of control variables for basic healthcare
infrastructures, the progress of response measures, and regional socioeconomic characteristics. The
results indicate that the cumulative number of virus-induced deaths had a significant negative impact on
the governing parties’ vote shares for both elections, while the number of severely ill persons was
consequential only for the earlier of the two elections. It is also found consistently that the mere spread
of the virus measured by the number of persons requiring hospitalization and treatments and the number
of newly confirmed cases of infection had no effect. These findings confirm the voting pattern aligned
with the retrospective accountability theory; while the two parties were held responsible for the serious
human casualties caused by COVID-19, the Japanese public seems to have levelheadedly updated their
evaluation of government’s handling of the crisis over time, as public health operations improved and

became sufficiently effective to prevent many severely ill persons from dying.
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