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How Unregistered Children Became a Social Problem in

Japan: the Role of Social Movements and the Media

IDO, Masae

Family practices in Japan are inextricably linked with the Koseki family registry
system. This paper concentrates on the social problem of unregistered children, who were not
registered at birth due to discordance between the system’s assumptions about family and the
shifting family practices in society. Although questions have been raised since the Showa era
about the anachronistic registry system inevitably resulting in unregistered children, it was not
until the subsequent Heisei era that unregistered children entered public consciousness and
became a social problem. How did this process occur? Using a social constructionist approach,
this paper aimed to answer this question through analyses of social movements and media
materials as well as key informant interviews. It is argued that, unlike social movements in the
Showa era, which directly criticized the registry system and the family norms it encompassed,
social movements and media coverage in the Heisei era successfully rendered the issue of
unregistered children a social problem by emphasizing their plight and their families’ wish for

inclusion through institutional reform.

Key Words: family registry system, social problem, social constructionism
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