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Background of the Survey on the Japanese National Character

Sigeki Nisihira

(Emeritus Professor, The Institute of Statistical Mathematics)

At the time of the first survey of the Japanese National Character in 1953, we hoped not

only to obtain relevant data, but also to establish a model of social research that was based
upon our experience. In the following section I will explain the different types of research
with which we have been concerned.

1.

6.

In the beginning we primarily used tables of random numbers by Fisher-Yates. There
was, however, a flaw in these tables. Moreover it was difficult to import them. After
discovering this error we proceeded to make tables with 100 coins, in 1947.

The occupation army had doubts as to whether or not average Japanese people could
read and understand documents such as official announcements and newspapers that
utilized Japanese and Chinese characters. We therefore examined the literacy of
Japanese people (from 16 to 65 years old) in 1947. It was the first nationwide survey and
we gained experience with various kinds of survey techniques.

Since 1948 we have received requests for sampling designs from many kinds of organiza-
tions.

The concerns raised by the prediction failure of the American presidential election in
1948 spread at once to Japan. However, we felt relatively safe because we used random
sampling rather than the quota-system used by the United States. We have experimented
several times with the prediction of elections since 1949. In order to examine the validity
of opinion surveys, we have compared survey data with election results.

In addition, we conducted the following surveys:

a. Relation between an announcer’s way of talking during a news broadcast and the
understanding of listeners

b. Social-psychological research on several problems of Japanese language

c. Statistical research on modernologio (i.e. study of behavior in daily life)

d. The relation between the degree of danger of fire of each house and its insurance
premium '

e. Research on questionnaire techniques

f. Survey on social stratification and social mobility

g. Survey on the Japanese National Character

Tokyo periodical survey. In order to study the way in which public opinion changes as
well as various problems in survey technique, we repeated a survey in Tokyo, every spring
and every autumn from 1954 to 1974 and irregularly up until 1982, 52 surveys in all.

7. We have done many regional studies on different themes.

8.
9.

We participated in the design of labor morale surveys for 3 companies.
The first cross-national survey covering all of Japan was conducted on the knowledge of
youth in 1963. One part of the questionnaire had been posed in several countries in
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Europe, and another part before and during the Second World War in Japan. The second
cross—national survey was done in 1968 and dealt with religious issues that had been
studied in Europe and the United States.

10. The Youth Bureau of the Japanese Government has carried out a cross-national youth
survey (ages 16 to 24 years old) in eleven countries on general opinion in daily life. It
started in 1972 and has repeated about every five years.

Conclusion.

In the early days of public opinion surveys, people were asked to respond either “yes
(agree)” or “no (disagree)” with regard to specific political or social issues, or to state their
degree of satisfaction on some issues. When we composed questions for the first survey of
the Japanese National Character, however, as a principle we tried to ask people’s attitude
toward certain social situations. These questions should be constructed very carefully, but
these days too often we find improperly made questions in Japan.

Jean Stoetzel said that he referred to our survey when planning the European Social
Value Survey. In the near future I expect that the Institute will organize an international
committee for an East Asian Social Value Survey, in order to compare the ways of thinking
among the Chinese, the Koreans and the Japanese. As a final step I hope that through the
initiative of younger colleagues and scholars of many countries a World Social Value Survey
will be carried out.

Key words : Japanese national character, opinion polling, social survey, cross-national study.




