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The life expectancy of the average Japanese has increased rapidly compared with life
expectancies of populations in other developed countries. The rates of increase, however, are
not the same in all 47 prefectures throughout Japan.

In order to better understand the distribution and trends of life expectancy of both sexes of
the 47 prefectures, descriptive analyses were made based on life expectancy at birth.

The main purpose of this study was to clarify the differences in life expectancy between
prefectures and uncover factors responsible for the deceleration in increase rate, which was very
high in the 1970s to the early 1980s, observed from late 1980s to 1990s.

Data obtained from the Ministry of Healthy and Welfare, showing changes in life
expectancy at birth at five-year intervals during a period of 30 years, were analyzed.

The findings were as follows:

1) A great difference among 47 prefectures in life expectancy at birth existed. Figures of 1965
indicated that life expectancy at birth was shorter in northern prefectures than in southern
prefectures.

2) The gap between the prefectures having the longest and the shortest life expectancy at birth
was 4.5 years for males and 3.5 years for females.

3) Between 1965 and 1995, life expectancy at birth in Akita Prefecture increased the most
among the 47 prefectures. A similar increase was observed in rural prefectures rather than
in urban ones.

4) In 1965, life expectancy at birth for both sexes in Tokyo was the highest with 69.84 years
for males and 74.70 years for females. This is due to the extremely low mortality rate
among young péople.

5) Life expectancy at birth for Tokyo increased by 4.62 years for males and 4.79 years for
females between 1965 and 1980. The rate of increase decelerated considerably between
1980 and 1995; the increase during this latter period being only 2.45 years and 3.63 years,
respectively.

6) Projections indicate that the trend of higher increase in rural prefectures than in urban
prefectures will continue. As a consequence, the gap among prefectures is likely to widen.

7) In 1995 newborn girls could expect to live 6.2 years longer than newborn boys. This gap
was 6.8 years in 1975 and 7.0 years in 1965. The female-male gap is widening among
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older people.

The trend in life expectancy at birth in Tokyo over the past 30-year-period is an important
study theme for public health policies.

These findings have important consequences for prioritizing public health policies. More
sophisticated epidemiological research projects are important for the formulation of public
health strategies in Tokyo.

The review of the findings suggests that it is very important to clarify not only the
descriptive health status but also the relationship between the main controllable factors and
discrepancies of life expectancy among the 47 prefectures.





