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Summary

Japan is experiencing unprecedented aging of its population. People age 65 years or older
accounted for 28.1% of the total population in 2018, and that proportion is expected to
reach 33.3% in 2036 and 38.4% in 2065. In 2017, the average life expectancy in Japan was
81.09 years for men and 87.26 years for women. By 2065, it is expected to reach 84.95 years
for men and 91.35 years for women. Population aging affects health and long-term care
systems. The government proposed the establishment of "a community-based integrated
care system" by 2025 with the purpose of comprehensively ensuring the provision of health
care, nursing care, preventive care, housing, and livelihood support. This will require health
care and nursing care professionals who are capable of fully understanding the physical
and mental characteristics of elderly people and the fostering of organic collaboration
with others professionals in the community-based integrated care system. A department
of gerontology or geriatric medicine is desired to be established in each medical school to
teach students medicine and efficient medical care, to conduct research, and to develop
personnel to facilitate this paradigm shift. In 2018, there were 263 colleges of nursing with
an admissions capacity of 23,667. In Japan, Certified Nurse Specialists can specialize in
13 areas as of December 2016. The number of Certified Nurse Specialists increased to
2,279 as of December 2018. One hundred and forty-four of those specialists specialized in
Gerontological Nursing while 53 specialized in Home Care Nursing. The number of nurses
specializing in Gerontological Nursing and Home Care Nursing is desired to be increased in
order to implement and improve community-based comprehensive care.
Keywords: Health care, nursing care, super-aged society, community-based integrated care
system, education

1. Population aging in Japan
An elderly population refers to the proportion of
persons age 65 years or older out of the total population.
The World Health Organization (WHO) and the United
Nations define an "aging society" as one in which
more than 7% of the population is 65 years or older, an
"aged society" as a society in which more than 14% of
the population is 65 years or older, and a "super-aged
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society" as a society in which more than 21% of the
population is 65 years or older (1,2).
Japan is experiencing population aging that is
unprecedented. The elderly population (65 years or
older) in Japan only accounted for about 5% of the total
population in 1950, but that proportion exceeded 7% in
1970 and 14% in 1994. The rate of aging has continued
to increase, reaching 21.5% in 2007 (3) and 28.1% in
2018 (4). The elderly population of Japan is forecast
to continue to grow in the future and is expected to
account for 33.3% of the population in 2036 and 38.4%
in 2065 (Figure 1). In other words, 1 in 2.6 persons in
the Japanese population will be elderly in 2065 (4).
At the same time, progress in medical technology
has decreased mortality rates, prolonging the mean life
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will become age 75 or older (8). The purpose of this
system is to comprehensively ensure the provision of
health care, nursing care, preventive care, housing, and
livelihood support.
3. Promoting the education of health care and
nursing care professionals for elderly people

Figure 1. Changes in population aging in Japan and
estimates for the future. From: Cabinet Office: White Paper
on Population Aging (3,4).

span. The average life expectancy in Japan is 81.09
years for men and 87.26 years for women in 2017. By
2065, it is expected to reach 84.95 years for men and
91.35 years for women (4).
2. Medical care modality faced by super-aged society
Population aging affects health and long-term care
systems. Long-term care for older adults has been
a priority for the past two decades. In 2000, Japan
implemented a universal social long-term care insurance
system, under the slogan, "from care by family to care
by society" (5,6). This historic policy provides a variety
of home, community-based, and institutional services
to which every Japanese person age 65 years or older is
entitled based strictly on physical and mental status.
A point worth noting is that as the country's
demographics change, the disease structure changes, and
therefore the demand for medical care changes. Medical
care for the elderly represents a field involving many
care needs, including complications, comorbidities, and
conditions unique to the elderly. Given the considerable
aging of the general population in Japan, future
demands for medical care will accelerate the transition
to health care and nursing care services for degenerative
diseases, such as dementia and geriatric syndrome (7).
In addition to acute-stage medical care, the provision
of health care and nursing care needs to be considered
for the convalescent and chronic stages of conditions
such as osteoporosis, atherosclerotic cardiovascular
diseases (and cerebrovascular disorders in particular),
and infections (and pneumonia in particular).
Moreover, medical care for the elderly that merely
deals with disorders of organs is unsatisfactory. A broad
perspective that considers the associated function of
all organs, activities of daily living (ADL) and other
indicators of physical function, mental care, and
environmental modifications is required, so medical
care is where holistic care is most needed.
With these facts in mind, the Japanese Government
proposed the establishment of a "Community-based
Integrated Care System" by 2025, when baby boomers

The number of personnel engaged in providing
community-based comprehensive care needs to
be increased to implement the "Community-based
Integrated Care System." Health care and nursing care
professionals who are capable of fully understanding
the physical and mental characteristics of the elderly are
urgently needed, and to foster the organic collaboration
with others professionals in the community-based
integrated care system. The most important issues are
educating health care and nursing care professionals
engaged in medical care for the elderly as well as all
students who aim to become healthcare providers and
raising awareness of this situation. Thus, the education of
health care and nursing care professionals for the elderly
must be improved.
A department of gerontology or geriatric medicine
is desired to be established in each medical school to
teach students medicine and efficient medical care, to
conduct research, and to develop personnel to facilitate
this paradigm shift (7). Dedicated instructors in medical
care for the elderly need to be assigned to every medical
school, an educational system needs to be constructed,
and collaboration with a wide variety of local entities,
including medical facilities and welfare and nursing care
facilities, needs to be promoted.
Many measures have also been implemented
to provide education to nursing care professionals.
According to data from the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology of Japan,
there were 263 colleges of nursing with an admissions
capacity of 23,667 in 2018 (9). In Japan, Certified Nurse
Specialists can specialize in 13 areas as of December
2016 (10). Gerontological Nursing was recognized as
one such area in 2002. A nurse specializing in this area
provides quality nursing care to improve the quality of
life of elderly people with complex health problems such
as dementia and dysphagia at facilities where the elderly
are admitted, hospitalized, and cared for. Home Care
Nursing is another area that was recognized in 2012. A
nurse specializing in this area provides support to so that
families can care for elderly patients at home. In addition,
nurses specializing in this area will help to create a new
system of home care and promote cooperation with
existing services.
As of 2019, 107 universities provide an education
for individuals seeking to become Certified Nurse
Specialists; the curriculum on offer has expanded to
42 courses in Gerontological Nursing and 19 courses
in Home Care Nursing (11). As of December 2018,
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the number of Certified Nurse Specialists in the 13
specialties has increased to 2,279. Of those nurses, 144
are specialized in Gerontological Nursing and 53 are
specialized in Home Care Nursing (12). The number
of specialists in Gerontological Nursing and Home
Care Nursing is desired to be increased to provide and
improve community-based comprehensive care.
In conclusion, comprehensive care plays a
particularly important role in the health care and nursing
care faced by super-aged society. In order to implement
the community-based integrated care system in Japan,
health care and nursing care professionals who are
capable of fully understanding the physical and mental
characteristics of the elderly are urgently needed, and to
foster the organic collaboration with others professionals.
The number of nurses specializing in Gerontological
Nursing and Home Care Nursing is desired to be
increased in order to implement and improve communitybased comprehensive care.
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