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Japanese Attitudes Toward China and the
United States: A Sociological Analysis

Shun Gong , Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China
Kikuko Nagayoshi, Tohoku University, Sendai, Japan

Abstract: As China and the United States have a great impact on Japan,
Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States have been the focus of
debate. This study uses nationally representative longitudinal data from Japan
to investigate how the economic and political threats are relevant to Japanese
attitudes toward China and the United States. Empirical analyses find that:
first, socioeconomic status (SES) is significantly associated with individuals’
attitudes toward the United States but not China. Second, individuals’ percep-
tions of Japan’s economic situation influence their attitudes toward China and
the United States; that is, an optimistic assessment of Japan’s economy
increases the Japanese people’s positive attitudes toward both China and the
United States. Finally, the political threats have contrasting effects on
Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States. Concerns over polit-
ical threats increase Japan’s favorable attitudes toward the United States
while deteriorating the positive attitudes toward China.

Introduction

Since the mid-2000s, Japanese attitudes toward foreign countries have
undergone considerable change. According to Japan’s Public Opinion
Survey on Diplomacy, the proportion of respondents who “feel affinity
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with China” (including both categories of those who “feel strong affinity”
and “feel some affinity”) decreased from 72.5 percent in 1985 to 14.8 per-
cent in Cabinet Office, Government of Japan (2014). The proportion of
those who “feel affinity with the United States” was consistently high dur-
ing this period of time and increased from 73.3 percent in 2008 to 82.6 per-
cent in 2014. Clearly, Japanese attitudes toward China and the United
States exhibit divergent trends. Such temporal trends were reconfirmed
with other data sources from 2009 to 2013 (Tanabe 2016). How are
Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States determined? Are
Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States associated with
the same set of factors or driven by different mechanisms?

As China and the United States are the two countries with the most
influence on Japan (Ikenberry 2004; Rich and Perlez 2016), Japanese atti-
tudes toward China and the United States have received much attention
from international relations and political science scholars. Under the
framework of Japan-China-U.S. relations, they have investigated how
national interests, territorial conflicts, international events (e.g., the
Beijing Olympics), and social media influence people’s attitudes toward
the other two countries separately (Christensen 1999; Gries, Crowson, and
Sandel 2010; Sasaki 2010; Aldrich, Jie, and Liu 2015; Igarashi 2018).
However, few studies have examined how people’s attitudes toward for-
eign countries are shaped from the sociological perspective (Beyer and
Liebe 2014) or from a comparative perspective.

Considering sociological mechanism from the group threat theory, we
highlight the effects of intergroup conflicts on Japanese attitudes toward
China and the United States. More specifically, this study estimates how
the economic and political threats, measured by socioeconomic status
(SES), assessment of Japan’s economic situation, and security concerns,
are relevant to Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States. In
addition, as Japan’s relationships with China and the United States are
considerably different, our comparative study of Japanese attitudes
toward China and the United States also enables us to estimate how the
state-level relationships influence individual-level characteristics and
attitudes toward each foreign country. In addition to the theoretical con-
tribution, data from the Japan Life Course Panel Survey (JLPS)
also solve the methodological causality problem, which is neglected in
previous studies.

In the remaining part of this paper, we review the group threat theory
and propose our hypotheses. Then, we analyze data from the JLPS to
evaluate how economic and political threat factors explain Japanese citi-
zens’ attitudes toward China and the United States. Finally, we discuss
how our results contribute to understanding Japanese attitudes toward
China and the United States.
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Literature review

According to the group threat theory, the perception of an outgroup as a
threat to the in-group over scarce resources gives rise to antioutgroup senti-
ment (Blumer 1958; Blalock 1967; Quillian 1995; Scheepers, Gijsberts, and
Coenders 2002; Schneider 2007; Legewie 2013; Kunovich 2017). Previous
sociological studies on the group threat theory have focused mainly on the
threat from immigrants and native residents’ attitudes toward them
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010). However, we argue that it is appropriate to
use group threat theory to explain attitudes toward other nations because
this theory has never restricted its subjects to the individual-individual level
(Blumer 1958; Tajfel and Turner 1979). The main mechanism the group
threat theory assumes is that individuals feel threatened by competition over
scarce resources. For the in-group members, both outgroups (e.g., nations)
and outgroup members (e.g., immigrants) are potential threats (Igarashi
2018). In this study, we follow that line of thought and estimate how such
threats influence ingroup attitudes toward the two outgroups.

There are various threats to consider, among them, the realistic threats
(such as economic and political threats) have a profound impact on shap-
ing the ingroup’s attitudes toward outgroups (McLaren 2003; Schlueter,
Schmidt, and Wagner 2008), and the economic and political conflicts (e.g.,
the Cold War and trade wars) are also the most prevalent issues among
countries. Thus, we chose economic and political threats as the focus of
our study to explain the determinants of Japanese attitudes toward China
and the United States.

The economic threat theory

According to the economic threat theory, one’s attitudes toward a foreign
country will be determined by the degree of economic benefit or threat the
country represents to the respondents and his/her ingroup (Scheepers,
Gijsberts, and Coenders 2002; Fordham and Kleinberg 2011; Chung 2015;
Kunovich 2017; Miller and Taylor 2017). Specifically, affinity with a for-
eign country will be higher if the foreign country brings more economic
benefits than threats to the respondents and their country and vice versa.

The extent to which a foreign country represents an economic threat or
benefit will be different according to individuals’ SES (Rees and Hathcote
2004). According to one theory in international relationship research
(Chung 2015; Fordham and Kleinberg 2011), free trade and economic glo-
balization will benefit residents with more assets that are relatively abun-
dant in their own country than disadvantaged residents with more assets
that are rare in their own country. Thus, free trade and economic global-
ization will benefit high-SES individuals and disadvantaged low-SES
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individuals in developed countries. For example, free trade provides
opportunities for capitalists to expand their businesses. While free-trade
might decrease life costs for low-SES individuals, imports from labor-
abundant countries will deprive them of employment opportunities. As a
result, skilled workers in developed countries hold more favorable opin-
ions regarding international trade or a trading partner, while the relation-
ship is reversed in developing countries. Although exceptions can be found
(Miller and Taylor 2017), these hypotheses gain empirical support from
previous studies (Chung 2015; Mayda and Rodrik 2005, but see also
Rodrik 1995).

Because Japan is a developed country, it is reasonable to state that free
trade and economic globalization benefit high-SES individuals and disad-
vantaged low-SES individuals in Japan. Consequently, the economic
threats from a foreign country are expected to be more significant for low-
SES individuals in Japan. Thus, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1: High-SES Japanese have relatively positive attitudes
toward both China and the United States than the low-SES
individuals.

Since the values of Japan’s trade with China and the United States are
different, the degree to which low-SES Japanese citizens are economically
threatened by China and the United States might be different. Figures 1
and 2 depict the value of Japan’s imports and exports with China and the
United States. First, the figures show that imports and exports between
Japan and China have continued to rise since the start of the 1990s.
However, the value of imports from China has greatly exceeded the value
of exports since the start of the 2000s. In contrast, the value of imports
and exports with the United States show opposite trends. Since the early
2000s, the value of exports from Japan to the United States has been
much higher than the value of imports. Consequently, the economic
threats to low-SES Japanese from China might be greater than that from
the United States.

Furthermore, the specific import items in Japan’s trade with China
and the United States furtherly implies that for low-SES individuals, the
economic threat from China might be greater than that from the United
States. Figure 1 reveals that the import of labor-intensive items such as
general machinery products from China are twice as high as products
from the United States. As the low-SES individuals mainly work in
labor-intensive labor sectors, their employment opportunities are more
likely to be deprived by imported products from China. Thus, we
hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: The effects of SES (observed in Hypothesis 1) on
Japanese attitudes toward China are stronger than attitudes toward
the United States.
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In addition to discussions about individuals’ SES and its effects on
attitudes toward outgroup, researchers assert that one’s perception of
their country are economically threatened by a foreign country matter as
well. Scholars have found that respondents’ perceptions of the macroeco-
nomic situation are even more likely to explain their attitudes than their
individual circumstances (McLaren 2003; Fordham and Kleinberg 2011;
Chung 2017). Based on economic threat theory, we put forward our third
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: A pessimistic assessment of Japan’s economy would
increase Japanese people’s negative attitudes toward China and the
United States.

Following the logic in Hypothesis 2, as the value of imports from
China has greatly exceeded the value of imports from the United States,
which means the state-level economic threats from China are significantly
more than those from the United States, we propose:

Hypothesis 4: The perception of Japan’s economy (observed in
Hypothesis 3) on Japanese attitudes toward China are stronger than
attitudes toward the United States.

Figure 1. Value of imports from China and the United States to Japan.
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The political threat theory

Political threats are another important factor in explaining an ingroup’s atti-
tudes toward outgroups. This perspective emphasizes the impact of individu-
als’ perception of their countries’ political security. From a group threat
perspective, those who feel that their country’s political security is threatened
by outgroups will certainly have more negative attitudes toward those groups.

Like the economic threat and attitudes association, the relationship
between people’s political concerns and attitudes toward foreign countries
might be different according to the third country’s political relationship with
their country. Individuals’ political concerns will transfer into more negative
attitudes toward a country in political conflict with their own country.

Territorial disputes are one of the most important factors in creating
the state-level awareness of political threat among residents in a country
(Hutchison and Gibler 2007). As Nakano (2016, 170) points out, “because
territory lies at the very heart of state sovereignty, it is unlikely to become
a bargaining tool.” Territorial disputes also motivate political leaders to
demonize the other country to create nationwide antagonism (Vasquez
1993; Huth 1996).

What is the association between Japanese citizens’ political concerns
and their attitudes toward China? Scholarship about the China threat

Figure 2. Value of exports from Japan to China and the United States.
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asserts that the development of China’s military power creates a very sig-
nificant threat to neighboring countries in East Asia (Stavridis 2017).
Other barriers to a more positive relationship include territorial disputes
with China over Diaoyu/Senkaku, nationwide anti-Japan demonstrations
in China in 2010, and historical revisionism in Japan.

The United States has no such territorial disputes with Japan, and Japan
and the United States have been military allies since World War II. The
United States has long been actively involved in East Asian regional security.
As China rose to a position of authority in East Asian politics and the regional
economy, the United States reinforced its alliance in East Asia. From this
viewpoint, the Japan-China-U.S. political relationship cannot be understood
solely as a bilateral relationship, and China needs to be taken into consider-
ation when discussing the relationship between Japan and the United States.

Under these circumstances, countries in East Asia may make choices
between China and United States as to which country might be the better
ally. Those who perceive China as a threat to their security will choose the
United States as their partner (Christensen 1999; Nakano 2016); Those who
perceive the United States as a threat to their security will not. Therefore,
the political concern that China represents would motivate Japan to consider
the United States as a more important partner to mitigate this threat.

Empirical studies have confirmed that a perceived political threat from
China affects attitudes toward the United States (Jung and Jeong 2016;
Chung 2017). For example, Chung (2017) found that individuals in Asia
who emphasized their country’s relationship with the United States are
more likely to view China as a security threat to their country and conse-
quently have a less favorable attitude toward China. Furthermore, those
who are willing to strengthen their ties with the United States show less
favorable attitudes toward China.

Based on political relations in East Asia and Japan’s military alliance
with United States, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5: Concerns over Japan’s national security will increase
unfavorable attitudes among Japanese citizens toward China.

Hypothesis 6: Concerns over Japan’s national security will increase
Japanese citizens’ affinity for the United States.

Data, variables, and methods

Data

We use data from the JLPS that sampled young adults and the middle-
aged. The JLPS was conducted by the Institute of Social Science at the
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University of Tokyo and is the most prominent longitudinal study of the
population. The JLPS questionnaire covered a wide range of topics in
each wave, such as respondent’s family background, labor market achieve-
ment, and educational attainment.

The JLPS collected information each year from a nationally representa-
tive sample of men and women ages 20–34 (young adults) and ages 35–40
(middle-aged adults) beginning in 2007 (for details about the JLPS, see
Ishida 2013; Ishida et al. 2015).1 The JLPS has released seven waves to date.
Wave 2 (2008), Wave 4 (2010), Wave 5 (2011), Wave 6 (2012), and Wave 7
(2013) asked about respondents’ attitudes toward the United States and
China; therefore, these are the waves we used in our main analysis.

Dependent variables

We use respondents’ attitudes toward China and the United States as our
dependent variables. The JLPS used feeling thermometers to measure Japanese
citizens’ attitudes. We use the answers to the questions about feelings as our
indicators of favorable or unfavorable attitudes. The survey questions were:

Do you have favorable feelings or unfavorable feelings about the following
political parties, politicians, and countries? If you have neither favorable nor
unfavorable feelings, please circle 50 degrees. If favorable, choose a degree
between 60 and 100. If unfavorable, a degree between 0 and 40.

An example of a feeling thermometer is shown in Figure 3. We use the
values as numerical variables in our analysis. Higher values denote more
favorable attitudes.

Independent variables

SES is one of our key independent variables. It is measured by respond-
ents’ education, household income, and employment status. These varia-
bles summarize individuals’ socioeconomic backgrounds that are
important to their attitudes toward foreign countries. Education is a binary
variable: below or equal to upper secondary is recorded as 0, and above
upper secondary is 1. Household income refers to respondents’ natural loga-
rithm of household income in JPY the previous year. Employment status

Figure 3. Example of a feeling thermometer.

Source: Translation by the authors based on the Japan Life Course Panel
Survey (JLPS)
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is classified into four categories: 1¼ regularly employed, 2¼ irregularly
employed, 3¼ self-employed, and 4¼ unemployed. We divide regular and
irregular employment status here because regular employment is essential to
individuals’ socioeconomic stability in the life-time employment system of
Japan (Imai and Sato 2011). Some may wonder why we did not use an
industry-sector to test the economic threat theory. Whereas the industry sec-
tor affects levels of competition across developing countries, skill levels affect
the stability of SES, which is crucial for hostility toward the outgroup mem-
bers according to economic threat theory (Schneider 2007). Even when one
industry sector becomes competitive with that in other countries, the employ-
ment of highly skilled workers is more protected than that of unskilled work-
ers. Findings from previous studies support these assumptions: industry-
specific interests do not affect attitudes toward other countries nor do they
affect attitudes toward free trade, while skill-based interests do (Chung 2015;
Miller and Taylor 2017; Rho and Tomz 2016). Consequently, we believe
that SES, as measured by respondents’ education, household income, and
employment status, is a more reliable indicator to measure to what degree
one is economically threatened by outgroup members.

We use perceptions of Japanese society as an independent variable indi-
cating respondents’ perceptions of Japanese economic conditions because
no question in JLPS directly asks if the Japanese believe the country’s econ-
omy is secure.2 The question asked was “Do you agree or disagree with the
following statement: I have hope for Japanese society?” The question was
rated on a 5-point scale, with a score of 1 indicating “strongly disagree”
and a score of 5 indicating “strongly agree.” We regarded “having hope for
Japanese society” as having an optimistic view of the Japanese economy.

We measure concern for national security by the extent to which
respondents agreed with the statement, “Japan should build up more
defense capacity.” Answers ranged from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5
“strongly agree.”

Control variables

Finally, the control variables in our analysis are respondents’ gender, birth
cohort, marital status, and the year of the survey. Gender is a binary vari-
able: male (0) and female (1). According to respondents’ year of birth, we
create a four-category birth-cohort variable based on respondents’ ages in
2007: (1) 1966–1969, (2) 1970–1974, (3) 1975–1979, and (4) post-1980.
Marital status is a three-category variable: married (1), never married (2),
and divorced or widowed (3). The descriptive statistics in total and by
each year for all variables are shown in Table 1. As respondents are over
age 20, the level of education, birth cohort, and gender do not change
across years; therefore, they are time-consistent variables.
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Methods

In the literature, studies of anti-China attitudes have drawn on cross-
sectional data for analyses and conclusions. The problem with this
approach is that the effect of unobserved confounding variables, such as
personal characteristics, which affect both independent variables (e.g.,

Table 1.

Descriptive Statistics of Variables

Total 2008 2010 2011 2012 2013

Continuous variables: Means (standard deviation in parentheses)

Favorable attitudes toward China 28.00 29.49 33.62 26.02 27.40 23.08

(20.72) (20.82) (20.38) (20.54) (20.17) (20.17)

Favorable attitudes toward the U.S. 49.78 46.45 49.76 50.34 49.90 53.32

(17.78) (18.86) (17.41) (17.38) (17.51) (16.64)

Having hope for Japan 2.46 2.47 2.46 2.36 2.40 2.65

(1.00) (0.98) (0.99) (0.99) (1.02) (0.99)

Increasing defense capacity 3.33 3.18 3.13 3.45 3.38 3.56

(1.06) (1.10) (1.03) (1.04) (1.02) (1.02)

Logged household income 6.33 6.32 6.33 6.31 6.33 6.33

(0.66) (0.73) (0.66) (0.63) (0.63) (0.65)

Categorical variables (%)

Employment status

Regularly employed 54.15 52.55 54.68 54.57 54.40 54.93

Irregularly employed 22.84 21.43 22.64 23.25 23.37 23.89

Self-employed 5.77 5.76 5.31 5.58 6.02 6.19

Unemployed 17.24 20.26 17.36 16.60 16.21 14.98

Female 50.73 50.73 50.73 50.73 50.73 50.73

Birth cohort

1966–1969 20.06 20.06 20.06 20.06 20.06 20.06

1970–1974 28.04 28.04 28.04 28.04 28.04 28.04

1975–1979 23.48 23.48 23.48 23.48 23.48 23.48

Post-1980 28.42 28.42 28.42 28.42 28.42 28.42

Marital status

Married 59.14 50.50 58.32 60.72 63.34 65.07

Single 37.16 46.14 38.32 35.54 32.79 30.63

Divorced/Widowed 3.70 3.36 3.36 3.74 3.87 4.29

Education (ref: below college) 50.20 50.20 50.20 50.20 50.20 50.20

College and above 49.80 49.80 49.80 49.80 49.80 49.80
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employment status) and dependent variables cannot be determined. For
purposes of our study, that means favorable or unfavorable attitudes
toward China and the United States (Morgan and Winship 2014).

For example, in Equation (1), the value of the dependent variable y for
individual i at time t (Yit) is determined by the value of the independent
variable x for individual i at time t (Xit), but also by the time-invariant
characteristics of individual i (vi) and the error term of individual i at time
t (eit). If vi is not observable and is correlated with both Xit and Yit; the
estimated effects of Xit are biased.

Yit ¼ aþ Xitb
0 þ vi þ eit (1)

Longitudinal data from the JLPS allows us to estimate our results with
a fixed-effects model that solves the problem of correlation between esti-
mated variables y and nonobserved time-invariant variables vi by subtract-
ing the average value of each variable of individual i (Xi ; Yi ; eiÞ from the
original variable (Equation 2).

Yit � Yi ¼ Xit � Xi

� �
bþ eit � eið Þ (2)

In addition to the fixed-effects model, the present study also employs a
random-effects model. The random-effects model assumes that unobserv-
able effect vi is uncorrelated with each explanatory variable (Xit) in all time
periods (Equation 3). We use Hausman tests to compare the fixed- and
random-effects models

Cov Xit; við Þ ¼ 0; t ¼ 1; 2; :::; T (3)

In analyzing our findings, we first show the results of descriptive varia-
bles on our dependent variables. Second, we employ the fixed- and ran-
dom-effects models to estimate the relationship between economic and
political threats and their impact on attitudes toward China and the
United States.

Results

Descriptive statistics

In addition to the descriptive statistics of variables in Table 1, using data
from JLPS, we construct a figure that shows the average values of Japanese
attitudes toward China and the United States by year in Figure 4. Our
results are consistent with previous data from the Japanese Public Opinion
Survey on Diplomacy. First, the attitude of Japanese citizens toward China
is very negative compared to their attitudes toward the United States. For
example, the mean value of positive attitudes toward China since 2010 is
only about half of that favorable attitude toward the United States. Second,
we can see that favorable attitudes toward China declined throughout the
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latter half of 2010 when territorial disputes erupted between China and
Japan. On the other hand, favorable attitudes toward the United States have
increased since 2008 and reached their highest value in 2013.

The fixed- and random-effects models

We apply both fixed- and random-effects models to confirm whether SES,
assessment of Japan’s economy, and perceptions of political threats affect
Japanese citizens’ attitudes toward China and the United States. We
employ Hausman tests to compare the fixed- and random-effects models,
and we find that the fixed-effects models are favored in all models. We
should note that because education is a time-invariant variable and cannot
be analyzed in the fixed-effects models, we must use only employment sta-
tus and household income as indicators of SES. The results are shown in
Table 2. Model 1 is the estimation model for attitudes toward China, and
Model 2 is the model for attitudes toward the United States.

First, regarding the economic threat theory directed hypotheses, the
fixed-effects model shows that household income has no significant effect
on Japanese attitudes toward China. However, the household income’s
effect on Japanese attitudes toward the United States is positive and sig-
nificant. For every 1 percent increase in household income, Japanese citi-
zens’ affinity attitudes toward the United States increases by 0.929.
Although the effect is small, our results still reveal that Japanese people
with a relatively high SES have more positive attitudes toward the United
States. Next, the coefficients for employment status in fixed-effects models

Figure 4. Average values of favorable attitudes toward China and the United
States by year.
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Table 2.

Estimates of Fixed-Effect and Random-Effect Models for Attitudes Toward
China and the United States

Model 1: China Model 2: The U.S.

Fixed-effect Random-effect Fixed-effect Random-effect

Wave (ref: 2008)
2010 4.718��� 4.454��� 3.637��� 3.705���

(0.458) (0.440) (0.428) (0.406)
2011 �3.022��� �2.861��� 3.914��� 3.987���

(0.463) (0.441) (0.433) (0.407)
2012 �1.628��� �1.475��� 3.332��� 3.438���

(0.472) (0.446) (0.440) (0.412)
2013 �5.838��� �5.991��� 6.748��� 6.476���

(0.484) (0.453) (0.452) (0.418)
Female (ref: male) – �0.362 – �0.477

(0.616) (0.520)
Birth cohort (ref: 1966–1969)
1970–1974 – �0.018 – �0.341

(0.786) (0.656)
1975–1979 – �0.683 – �0.668

(0.840) (0.702)
Post-1980 – 1.257 – �0.122

(0.884) 　 (0.743)
Marital status (ref: married)
Single 2.691� 0.468 0.945 �0.200

(1.051) (0.585) (0.980) (0.506)
Divorced 2.957 3.158� 2.289 2.125

(1.800) (1.248) (1.680) (1.096)
Education (ref: below college)
College and above – 1.505�� – 1.932���

(0.576) (0.482)
Logged �0.684 �0.6 0.929� 0.916��
household income (0.453) (0.327) (0.424) (0.291)

Employment status (ref: regular employed)
Irregular employed �0.514 �0.227 �0.068 �0.824

(0.830) (0.598) (0.774) (0.528)
Self-employed 2.265 0.555 0.629 �0.435

(1.369) (0.955) (1.277) (0.840)
Unemployed �0.249 �0.693 0.8 �0.039

(0.866) (0.646) (0.808) (0.573)

(continued)
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reveal that employment status is not significantly related to Japanese atti-
tudes toward China or the United States. Our results show that in com-
parison with low-SES individuals, the high-SES Japanese have more
positive attitudes toward the United States. However, one’s SES has no
significant association with attitudes toward China. Thus, our first
hypothesis cannot be confirmed.

In addition, we cannot find empirical evidence to support our second
hypothesis: “The effects of SES on Japanese attitudes toward China are
stronger than attitudes toward the United States.” We find that household
income significantly affects Japanese attitudes toward the United States,
while both household income and employment status show nonsignificant
effects in attitudes toward China.

Next, our results on respondents’ assessment of Japan’s overall econ-
omy reveal that those who are optimistic about Japan’s economy are more
positive toward both China and the United States. The results demon-
strate that the perception of Japan’s overall economic conditions influen-
ces attitudes toward a foreign country. This, in turn, has a similar impact
on Japanese attitudes toward both China and the United States, confirm-
ing our third hypothesis: “A pessimistic assessment of Japan’s economy
would increase Japanese’s negative attitudes toward China and the
United States.”

In order to test our fourth hypothesis, “The effects of perception of
Japan’s economy on Japanese attitudes toward China are stronger than
attitudes toward the United States,” we ran an additional Wald test. We
found that the coefficients of perception of Japan’s economic conditions
for Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States are not statis-
tically different (p> 0.1), which means our fourth hypothesis is
not confirmed.

Table 2. Continued.

Model 1: China Model 2: The U.S.

Fixed-effect Random-effect Fixed-effect Random-effect

Having hope for Japan 1.475��� 2.623��� 1.629��� 2.849���
(0.227) (0.191) (0.212) (0.171)

Increasing �0.961��� �1.817��� 0.935��� 1.107���
defense capacity (0.232) (0.188) (0.217) (0.168)

Constant 31.600��� 31.299��� 33.172��� 29.738���
(3.092) (2.356) (2.893) (2.086)

Number of observations 11,083 11,083 11,070 11,070
Number of respondents 3,464 3,464 3,461 3,461

Hausman test favors fixed-effect models in all models.
Standard errors in parentheses, ���p< 0.001; ��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05.
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Regarding the theory of political threat, the results from fixed-effects
models show that support for an increase in Japan’s defense capacity
increases favorable attitudes toward the United States and reduces favor-
able attitudes toward China. Our fifth and sixth hypotheses are confirmed.
The results are consistent with the view that choosing between China or
the United States might be a zero-sum game in political issues in East
Asia: a military alliance with the United States would inevitably decrease
affinity with China for respondents whose awareness of the political threat
was high. The results document that the relationship between one’s polit-
ical threats and attitudes toward foreign countries might be significantly
affected by the state-level political relations.

Finally, we also see the effects of territorial disputes between China and
Japan on the attitudes of the Japanese toward China. The Diaoyu/
Senkaku disputes happened at the end of 2010. The wave-variable in
Table 2 reveals that since that time, there has been a considerable decrease
in affinity for China. The coefficients for other controlled variables also
show transition into the married category worsen attitudes toward China.

Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we seek to understand Japanese attitudes toward the two
countries with the most influence over Japan: China and the United
States. Sociologists have been slow to examine Japanese attitudes toward
China and the United States. Under the theoretical framework of the
group threat theory, our study is the first empirical investigation of the
individual-level factors shaping Japanese attitudes toward China and
the United States from a comparative perspective. Our analysis of the data
from the JLPT yields several important findings.

First, we find that high-SES Japanese—compared to low-SES individu-
als, hold more favorable views about the United States but not China. All
Japanese individuals who have a relatively optimistic assessment of
Japan’s economy report positive attitudes toward both China and the
United States. Although the imports from China might bring more eco-
nomic threats to low-SES Japanese than those from the United States, we
do not find that Japanese attitudes toward China are more significantly
affected—either by individuals’ SES and their perception of Japan’s
economy or when compared to their attitudes toward the United States.
These results suggest that the state-level economic relations might not
influence the economic threat and attitudes toward foreign countries. One
possible explanation might be that state-level economic relations are hard
for individuals to feel.

Second, we find that Japanese citizens’ concerns over national secur-
ity increases their affinity toward the United States but reduces their
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affinity toward China. This means that state-level political relations
might significantly affect the relationship between individuals’ percep-
tions of political threats and their attitudes toward a foreign country.
The reason why state-level political relations have impacts on individu-
als’ political concern and attitudes association might come from that
state-level political relations are one of the most prevalent topics dis-
cussed by social media and politicians. The results also suggest that in
order to understand individuals’ political concern and attitudes rela-
tionship, we should not just focus on the bilateral relationship between
two countries but take broader political contexts into account.
Moreover, the results might deepen our understanding of political con-
ditions in Japan. Since the mid-2000s, the nationwide trends in anti-
China and pro-U.S. sentiments have attracted much attention in Japan
(Tanabe 2016). Our results suggest that contrasting trends in Japanese
attitudes toward China and the United States are at least partly a
result of geopolitical relations among Japan, China, and the United
States (Ikenberry 2004, Machida 2010; Nakano 2016).

Our study suffered from certain limitations. First, the group threat
theory only emphasizes the threats and competition among groups.
Collaboration and contact among different groups are also possible.
For example, when people have more contact with outgroups or when
people are more exposed to the other country’s cultures, their affinity
with the outgroup increases (Alpport 1954; Zhai 2017). Thus, it would
be beneficial to collect detailed characteristics to use as variables to test
whether there are differences in contact with and cultural exposure to
the United States and China between different socioeconomic groups;
these variables may lead to differences in their attitudes toward
these countries.

Second, regarding the measurement of some variables. For example,
respondents’ perceptions of Japanese economic conditions were measured
by their perceptions of Japanese society in general. Understanding
Japanese attitudes toward China and the United States would be enhanced
if more specific data were available (e.g., attitudes toward Chinese and
American culture and toward the Chinese and the U.S. economy). In
order to overcome these limitations, we need to conduct a survey that
includes more detailed information on the Japanese people’s views of
China and the United States.

Notes

1. Samples were selected with a stratified sampling method (Miwa 2008). First,
entire Japanese populations ages 20 to 40 were divided into thirty-seven groups
according to area-blocks and city size. Then, in each area-based group, populations
were further divided into eight groups by age and gender. Sample size in each stratum
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was determined proportional to the population. Using these criteria, nationally
representative youth and middle-aged respondents were sampled according to Japan’s
electoral and resident registries. In the first wave, respondents were first sent a letter
with information on the survey and questions about their intention to participate in
the first and follow-up surveys. To increase the retention rate, only respondents who
agreed to participate in the first and follow-up surveys were invited to participate
(Ishida 2013). The JLPS questionnaires were distributed by mail and picked up by a
professional survey company in Japan.

Because the surveys of young people and the middle-aged ask the same questions
in each wave, and the timing of the survey was also the same. we combine the two
datasets. The response rate in the first wave was 34.5 percent for young people and
40.4 percent for the middle-aged. In the seventh wave, the response rate was 79
percent for young people and 89 percent for the middle-aged based on the first wave
completed survey. Sample attrition can bias longitudinal survey data; however, in the
JLPS, there are no large differences in social backgrounds between those who drop
out of the sample and those who remain. Therefore, we do not use adjustment weight
in our analysis.

JLPS add new samples in 2011 in order to deal with sample attrition as
respondents “aged out” of the age ranges for the survey, died, or were otherwise lost.
Because the survey method for the new sample, which is the mail survey, slightly
differs from original sample, we excluded the new samples from the analysis. If we
included the new samples in the analysis, our main results did not change.

2. According to Ishida et al. (2015), whether or not one has hope for
Japanese society depends on political conditions as well as on positive views
about economically prosperous conditions. Therefore, we cannot interpret the
effects of this variable solely in terms of Japan’s economic prospects; we
should interpret the variable in terms of generally positive views about
Japan’s future.
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