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The Ideal and Reality of the Prime Minister’s
Strong Leadership in Japan: From an
Analysis of the 2019 and 2023 Bureaucrats’
Surveys

Wataru Kitamura
Professor of Government, Graduate School of Law and Politics,
Osaka University

[ Abstract]

The purpose of this article is to examine the influential theory of “strong
leadership” of Japanese Prime Minister by analysing the results of the 2019
and 2023 bureaucrats’ surveys. This article explores the extent to which the
Prime Minister and his entourages politically controlled the administrative
machinery. It also examines whether only the Liberal Democratic government
led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (Dec 2012 to Sep 2020) was quite
unique, as “Abe One-Man Government” theorists claim, in a sense that he
successfully coerced bureaucrats to do what he wanted through his personnel
management power.

This article analyzes two bureaucrats’ surveys conducted in 2019
and 2023 to assess how bureaucrats in the six major ministries perceived
and behaved in the policy-making: the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry
of Internal Affairs and Communications, the Ministry of Economy, Trade
and Industry, the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism,
the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, and the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology.

To summarise the result of this article, it reveals that bureaucrats in the
six major ministries regarded the “core executive” including Prime Minister

and his Cabinet Secretariat and Cabinet Office as not so important players
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in the daily policy-making. In addition, the results indicate that the Abe
government was not so successful in controlling bureaucrats, even with newly

created personnel management power.

Keywords: Prime Minister’s strong leadership, Bureaucrats’ influence, the

2019 and 2023 Bureaucrats’ surveys, Proactive Bureaucracy
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