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Rethinking Social Cohesion through a Child Lens 

and Its Implication to Japan  

 
Yumi MATSUDA  

 
 
 

11..IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  

Due to war, climate change and natural disaster, human migration has reached 
an unprecedented level globally. According to the United Nations’ estimate, 
there were around 281 million international migrants in the world in 2020 
(IOM, 2022).  “Respect for human rights, social cohesion must guide global 
efforts to create culture of peace (UN, n.d.-a)”. So was stressed by the UN 
Secretary-General António Guterres at the High-Level Forum on the Culture 
of Peace in New York in September, 2020. As hate crimes fueled by injustice 
and discrimination against people with different religions, ethnicity, ideology, 
and gender have been increasing, the concept of social cohesion has recently 
received much attention from states and non-state actors including academics.  

 
In countries which have a long history of receiving many migrants and refugees 
from other parts of the world, social cohesion has been considered as a key 
ingredient in maintaining a peaceful society or peace-building especially in 
times of post-conflict situations, social upheaval or economic turbulence, 
while accommodating socio-economic and cultural diversity (Mishima, 2016; 
OECD, 2012; UNDP, 2020). In addition, in contemporary politics, social 
cohesion discussion has become prominent in the West, the Middle East and 
other parts of the world due to a response to massive immigration and increased 
levels of ethnic diversity (Holtug & Mason, 2010; Jenson, 2019). Today, given 
ever increasing global threats such as pandemic, global warming, massive 
population move, rising hate crimes and violent extremism, it is not surprising 
that much attention has turned again to social cohesion. In addition, the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine have overturned traditional geo-
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political landscapes, which has shaped a complex borderless or diversified 
world, and one can assume that social cohesion is no longer primarily a 
concern for the countries with certain socio-economic challenges.  
 
Although Japan has often been portrayed as a “non-immigrant” nation in the 
past, the country is in a transition to a more diversified society. The 
government of Japan has placed multicultural coexistence at the centre of the 
relevant policy discussion in recent years. Especially, how to address 
education issues for children with foreign roots has become a particular 
concern for the Japanese society (Hirano & Goto, 2018; Sato, 2017).  
 
This paper addresses the following research questions: Is the social cohesion 
discussion relevant to Japan? If so, in what way? The paper examines if the 
social cohesion concept, especially through a child perspective, could offer a 
potential way forward for facilitating policy dialogues in promoting 
multicultural coexistence in Japan. The paper addresses those questions based 
on a review of the relevant literatures, policies, and secondary data. In addition, 
in order to back up some arguments, a limited amount of primary data was 
collected through expert interviews.  

 
The first part of this paper explores historical and theoretical understanding of 
social cohesion. The section also discusses how social cohesion differs from 
other similar concepts, i.e., social inclusion and social capital. Next, the paper 
examines a role of school education in fostering social cohesion, and explores 
what social cohesion means to children by introducing UNICEF’s child social 
cohesion research which the author took part in while serving for UNICEF in 
Jordan. The second part of this paper assesses the extent to which social 
cohesion is incorporated in Japan’s policy discussions. Subsequently, a case 
study of a non-profit organization (NPO) in Osaka is presented to distill some  
lessons regarding the mitigation of challenges encountered by children with 
foreign roots and their parents in their daily lives.   
 
22..  TThheeoorreettiiccaall  GGrroouunndd  ffoorr  SSoocciiaall  CCoohheessiioonn  

The question asking what social cohesion is and what it has to do with society 
have prompted much discussion among scholars and practitioners. Social 
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cohesion is a popular concept nowadays, but there is little consensus on what 
it means (Mishima, 2016). This section attempts to address those questions as 
well as the genesis of social cohesion based on a literature review. The section 
also deepens the conceptual understanding of social cohesion by examining its 
conceptual relation to and difference from two other concepts, i.e., social 
capital and social inclusion which often appear in tandem with social cohesion 
in the literature.     
 
22..11  DDeeffiinniittiioonnss  

Scholars argue that social cohesion should be viewed as a collective rather than 
individual trait, as it is a characteristic of society rather than an individual 
(Bottoni, 2018; Jenson, 2019; Mulunga & Yazdanifard, 2014; Smith et al., 
2020). Social cohesion therefore, refers to the extent of connectedness and 
solidarity among groups in a society.  
 
The literature on social cohesion has produced many definitions and 
definitional confusion (Friedkin, N.E., 2004). For example, Foncesca et al. 
(2018) exhibit a list of seventeen definitions chronologically. Further, OECD 
(2012) argues that social cohesion serves as a means to achieve an end or could 
become an end itself. However, one prominent argument that is often quoted 
in many literature and policy discussions defines social cohesion as: 
 

A state of affairs concerning both the vertical and the horizontal 
interactions among members of society as characterized by a set of 
attitudes and norms that includes trust, a sense of belonging and the 
willingness to participate and help, as well as their behavioral 
manifestations. (Chan et al., 2006. p.290) 

 
The biggest value of this definition lies in a clarity that social cohesion 
includes a horizontal dimension – relationships amongst individuals and 
groups within society – and a vertical dimension – relationships between the 
state and its citizens. This framework has offered substantial help in 
understanding and operationalizing social cohesion, and laid a basis for social 
cohesion dialogues including the one for the United Nations. For example, 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) states that in its related 
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practice, social cohesion could be described along two dimensions: vertical 
dimension that illustrates “trust between government and society” (UNDP, 
2020, p.19), and horizontal dimension that represents the trust among group of 
people in a society (UNDP, 2020).  
 
22..22  SSoocciiaall  ccoohheessiioonn,,  ssoocciiaall  ccaappiittaall  aanndd  ssoocciiaall  iinncclluussiioonn  

This paper now turns into the discussion on the difference or interaction 
between social cohesion, social capital and social inclusion. In much of the 
literature and policy communities, social cohesion often engages with other 
popular terms, social inclusion, and social capital. For conceptual clarity, it is 
useful to define these concepts briefly.  
 
To define social inclusion, a holistic approach proposed by Mulunga and 
Yazdanifard (2014) argues, “social inclusion is the process of opportunity 
enhancement for building or re-establishing social bonds by facilitating the 
access of all citizens to social activities, income, public institutions, social 
protection and programs and services for assistance and care”. 
 
Further, European countries define social inclusion as:   
 

a process which ensures that those at risk of poverty and social 
exclusion gain the opportunities and resources necessary to 
participate fully in economic, social, and cultural life and to enjoy a 
standard of living and well-being that is considered normal in the 
society in which they live. (EU, 2019, p. 9) 

 
To distinguish social inclusion and social cohesion, the European Union (EU) 
(2019) suggests that the former is about removing barriers by taking an 
individual approach so that everyone can fulfill basic human rights, while the 
latter takes a more societal and relational view. 
 
For social capital, Jenson (2019) and Woolcock and Narayan (2000) attempt 
to explain the concept in some simple terms: family, friends, and other 
community or personal networks which are contributing to the groups’ or 
individual’s wellbeing. Some scholars, however, point out that the social 
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cohesion discussion is often framed in the context of social capital, or those 
two terms are used interchangeably (Cloete, 2014; Holtug, 2010).    
 
OECD (2012) argues that social cohesion is a useful conceptual framework 
which integrates multiple social concerns such as social inclusion and social 
capital.  Going through the body of literature, this section concludes that social 
cohesion, social capital, and social inclusion cover a broad concept and thus, 
do not appear to be very different. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 
those terms do interact significantly as social capital serves as a prerequisite 
for social cohesion to emerge (Cloete, 2014), and social capital promotes social 
inclusion (Mulunga & Yazdanifard, 2014) with a caveat that high amounts of 
social capital do not imply that a high level of social cohesion exists (Chan et 
al., 2006). In summing up, based on the arguments above, Diagram 1 attempts 
to visualize an interaction between social cohesion, social capital, and social 
inclusion.  
 

Diagram 1. An interaction between social cohesion, social capital, and social inclusion 

 
Source: Author 

 
22..33  GGeenneessiiss  ooff  SSoocciiaall  CCoohheessiioonn     

The paper proceeds to discuss the historical evolution of the social cohesion 
concept through examining its genesis and background. Social cohesion is not 
a new concept. Jenson (1998) traced relevant conversations about social 
cohesion to Alexis de Tocqueville (French – 1805-1859), Émile Durkheim 

Social 
Cohesion

Social 
Inclusion

Social 
Capital
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(French – 1858-1917) and Talcott Parsons (American – 1902-1979). Further, 
Larsen (2014) suggests that the conscience collective that was argued by 
Durkheim in describing the non-material solidarity found among people in pre-
modern times is an academic origin of the term “social cohesion”. According 
to Norton and Haan (2013), its reference can be traced back even earlier in the 
writing of Ibn Khaldun, the father of sociology, in his concept produced in the 
15th century. Khaldun regarded “asabiyah” as the solidarity of small tribes that 
have the power to promote broader social integration, through a number of 
stages.  
 
In contemporary times, social cohesion has emerged as a solution to address 
various issues in transitional society (Jenson 2019; Mishima, 2016). In 
addition, the social cohesion discussion is strongly linked to the broader aims 
of post-war and post-crisis recovery to strengthen inclusive, resilient, and 
responsive state capacities (UNDP, 2020). In Europe, increasing migration and 
ethnic diversity have become a major concern in society, and social cohesion 
is placed at the heart of the policy discussions (Holtug, 2010; Holtug and 
Mayson 2010). Further, Jenson (1998) suggests that growing skepticism for 
democratic mechanisms in resolving conflict has made some governments turn 
to foster consensus rather than to resolve conflict.  
 
In 1996, in light with the economic, social and technological turbulence 
associated with the market forces unleashed by globalization and structural 
adjustment policies, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), revived the social cohesion concept for the need to 
balance attention to economic restructuring with caution about societal 
cohesion in order to sustain that restructuring (Jenson, 1998 & 2010; Mishima, 
2016).  Looking back to history, the social cohesion discussion emerged when 
people faced a newly emerging social order, social restructuring (OECD, 2012), 
large-scale immigration (Holtug & Mason, 2010), or threats of social changes 
such as social unrest, social inequality which undermined traditional values 
(Mishima, 2016).  
 
In recent years, there has been an unprecedented increase in population 
movement and many affected countries are going through economic and social 
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transformation (IOM, 2022; UN, n.d.-b). In any society standing at the edge of 
polarization, hate speech fuels xenophobic attitudes while biased media 
distorts the image of migrants (IOM 2022). Given that today’s world is 
experiencing social unrest, with the erosion of social cohesion being identified 
as one of the most pressing threats by global leaders (World Economic Forum, 
2022), it is essential to prioritize the restoration of social cohesion, particularly 
within the context of large-scale migration. It is therefore, important to revive 
social cohesion conversation within today’s massive migration context so that 
it could facilitate a more balanced approach and help prevent potential 
conflicts between migrant communities and host communities. In particular,  
social cohesion should be at the forefront of efforts to recover from the 
COVID-19 pandemic (UNDP, 2022) that has impacted especially those who 
are less privileged in many parts of the world.    
 
At this point, however, one must ask if social cohesion always does good for 
society. Indeed, UNDP (2020) cautions that the term could be highly 
politicized or manipulated in order to pursue an ideological agenda. By using 
the name of cohesion, a dominant group may merge or control small groups, 
minorities, or sub-national identities rather than bridging them. The UNDP’s 
argument alludes that any society which is willing to be engaged in social 
cohesion dialogues must be aware of its potential risks or threats, rather than 
blindly applying any particular definition.  
 
To conclude this section, it makes sense to employ a context-specific approach 
because what social cohesion means to each society may change (OECD 2012), 
and varies depending on politics and the challenges which each society faces, 
and the extent to which socio-economic group’s cohesion should be pursued.             
 
22..44  SSoocciiaall  CCoohheessiioonn  TThhrroouugghh  aa  CChhiilldd  LLeennss    

For any society to be sustained for peace from generation to generation, it must 
be resilient and cohesive (UNICEF, n.d.-a). In view thereof, it is reasonable to 
argue that it is important to understand what social cohesion means to children 
because children shape the future generation. Accordingly, UNICEF (2014) 
recognizes children’s critical roles in peacebuilding and social cohesion with 
an assumption that the process contributing to social cohesion could start in 
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childhood, and education could play a critical role in this regard.  
 
Over the past two decades, a growing number of policymakers have focused 
on achieving cohesive societies by reinforcing social cohesion in the 
educational setting (Veerman & Denesse, 2020). In particular, social and 
behavioral science literature indicates positive relationships between attending 
diverse schools and adult life course outcomes. If children can learn happily 
with other children from different socio-economic groups at school or other 
learning forums in a cohesive manner, they will develop citizenships which 
can bring different groups of people together even during hard times by 
embracing diversity, learning from and helping each other.  
 
Meanwhile, schools have important roles in offering an experience decreasing 
the distance between individuals of different origins in a classroom and help 
the interests of many different groups incorporated, through which process 
human quality needed for the development of cohesive, fair, democratic, and 
multi-cultural societies with diverse ethnic groups will be fostered (Heyneman, 
2003; Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012; Yamano & Yuzawa, 2019).  
 
Although much research exists on social cohesion, it has been conducted  
largely in an adult context. Thus, there has been a critical knowledge gap as 
few attempts could be located to define what social cohesion means for 
children, especially through consulting their own perspective of values, 
experiences, and practices. It was with this background that an experimental 
research “Towards a child-led definition of social cohesion” was undertaken 
by UNICEF (2018). In Jordan, with the unprecedented scale of refugee influx 
from Syria since 2011, the Jordanian government has been under considerable 
pressure in fulfilling basic needs such as health and education for both 
Jordanian and non-Jordanian children alike, pursuing all those children’s 
social integration at the same time (Jordan Ministry of Planning and 
International Cooperation, n.d.). This experimental research attempted to 
understand social cohesion through a child lens, and build a social cohesion 
definition for children based on the well-grounded theories. The author 
participated in undertaking this research while serving as a UNICEF staff 
member in Jordan in 2018.  
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The research paved a way to understand what social cohesion might mean to 
children. It analyzed views collected from Jordanian and Syrian refugee 
children according to different themes such as consultation, freedom of 
participation and violence/bullying. In the end, children’s collective views 
drew on a fascinating body of social cohesion as defined by children 
themselves, which helped us understand how social cohesion could be fostered 
among children. Based on a contents analysis, the research proposed a 
description of child social cohesion as a cluster of factors as follows.  

 
A child feels an environment is safe, happy, and comfortable, and they 
can build bridges with other children, when:       

● They feel consulted, listened to, and understood;  

● They have good relationships with adults; 

● They are treated equally; 

● Friends are present;  

● Trust is present both vertically and horizontally;  

● They have and understand clear structures of help; 

● There is freedom of expression and participation;  

● Everyone is included in activities; 

● There is an absence of violence and bullying, both vertical 

and horizontal. (UNICEF, 2018, p. 8.) 

It is, however, important to note that this research had a critical sampling bias. 
The sample with a total of 250 children between 10 to 24 years old was drawn 
from the UNICEF beneficiaries’ database in Jordan and therefore, data were 
collected from the most deprived children with particular socio-economic 
backgrounds only. More importantly, although the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child defines that children are those who are below the age of eighteen 
years old (UNICEF, n.d.-b), the sample included those who are older than that 
age because the primary objective of this research was to define social 
cohesion from a child perspective for a measurement of the UNICEF supported 
social cohesion interventions targeting those who are above eighteen years old, 
too.  
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The research acknowledged that this sampling bias may have led us to 
somehow different definitions (UNICEF, 2018, p.9). Nevertheless, it 
established one way of defining social cohesion for children, or at least, it 
proved that what social cohesion means for children could be different from 
that of adult context. In addition, the research found that in the process of 
analyzing the voices of children, “the vertical and the horizontal interactions” 
(Chan et al., 2006, p.290) turned out to be a valid analytical framework to 
define social cohesion for children, too. That is, for child context, vertical 
interaction applies to the trust between children and adults such as teachers 
and parents, and horizontal interaction exists between a group of children (in 
this research context, it refers to the trust between Jordanian children and 
Syrian refugee children).  
 
Another important contribution of this research lies in its methodological 
approach and unique data collection tools. The research applied a direct 
consultation with children as well as observation of group dynamics and 
individual behaviours. In this research, a direct consultation with children 
turned out to be instrumental in truly understanding the challenges which they 
are facing and struggling with day by day. Indeed, Heyneman (2010) pointed 
out that a consultative approach is highly practical particularly in making 
complex notions such as social cohesion more understandable to practitioners 
and policymakers. In addition, from a practitioner’s point of view, it is crucial 
to factor the voice of the vulnerable or marginalized population in designing 
any intervention targeting them. Given very few data collection tools exist to 
explore social cohesion through a child lens, this research show-cased potential 
methods for future research, which could be considered as a meaningful 
contribution in filling the existing knowledge gaps. The research also offered 
a useful hint on how to evoke child social cohesion conversation in Japan.   
 
33..  SSoocciiaall  CCoohheessiioonn  CCoonntteexxtt  iinn  JJaappaann  

This section explores if social cohesion is relevant to Japan through focusing 
on migrant children’s education and reviewing the relevant policy landscape 
in Japan. The paper also examines how social cohesion discussion could 
possibly help policy formulation in promoting multicultural coexistence in 
learning environments for children by introducing a case study of an NPO in 

176 松田　裕美



 

Osaka.  
 

33..11  EEdduuccaattiioonn  ooff  cchhiillddrreenn  wwiitthh  ddiivveerrssee  ccuullttuurree  iinn  JJaappaann    

According to the official statistics, the number of immigrants in Japan 
currently stands at about 2.2% of the total population (Statistics Bureau of 
Japan, 2020). It is still small in comparison to other industrialized countries, 
but the number has been growing over the past years. In addition, Japan has 
been facing labour shortages as the society is aging. As a solution, the Japanese 
government decided to ease the Immigration Control Act in 1990. This 
prompted many Japanese descendants to come to Japan accompanied by their 
family members for the purpose of getting employed without planning to stay 
for a long term or permanently (Ministry of Justice, 2000). Since then, Japan 
has been experiencing a steady increase in its legal foreign resident population, 
and the number of children who were accompanied by the families immigrated 
to Japan, or the children of immigrants born or raised in Japan have been 
steadily increasing (Green, 2013; Hirano and Goto, 2018; Ishida et al. 2016; 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2021).   

 
As of 2019, a total of 71,611 non-Japanese children were enrolled in primary 
schools, and the number of pupils who have Japanese nationality but do not 
speak Japanese is a 2.5 times increase during the last decade (Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2021). An acquisition of 
a good command of the host community language is crucial in schools in Japan 
where classrooms and activities predominantly conducted in Japanese (Prasad 
& Tabata, 2021; Sato, 2017). As a result, the challenges related to the Japanese 
language are negatively affecting those children’s school performance, and 
thus, resulting in losing their opportunity for receiving higher education and 
job hunting (Hirano and Goto, 2018).  
 
In addition to the language barriers, culturally diverse children have been 
facing some other challenges. For example, migrant children often become the 
target for bullying or exclusion (Prasad & Tabata, 2021). Also, their difference 
in appearance and ethnic or cultural backgrounds tend to make it hard for them 
to be blended in to the predominant groups in school, and as a result, they are 
often not treated equally, or in some cases, are even ignored (Green, 2013; 
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Ishida et al. 2016). 
 
Meanwhile, immigrant parents are often struggling in educating their children 
in Japan due to unfamiliar school culture, and a local environment with limited 
amount of information as communication is often offered in Japanese only in 
schools (Kato, 2017). A lack of the information make them feel that education 
institutions in Japan are neither very welcoming (Prasad & Tabata, 2021) nor 
trusting. As challenges have emerged within the education system for 
immigrant children, the Japanese government recognizes the importance of 
fostering multiculturalism and embracing diversity, and some measures have 
been taken in recent years.  
 
In Japan, the Basic Act on Education that was put into effect in 1947 and 
revised in 2006 stipulates the aims and principles of education in accordance 
with the Constitution, the supreme law of Japan (the Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, n.d.). It is the Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) that is responsible for 
overseeing various aspects of education such as establishing policies, the 
national curriculum standards, and providing education related guidelines. 
Meanwhile, local education board known as “Kyouiku iinkai” implements 
education policies and overseas school management at local level. The local 
education board is also responsible for supervising schools’ management in 
compliance with the MEXT’s policies. Meanwhile, schools, both public and 
private, are responsible for providing students with quality education in 
accordance with the national curriculum. Recent increase of migrant children 
pushed MEXT to establish a policy in 2020 to regulate their schooling status in 
Japan (Prasad & Tabata, 2021).      
 
In 2006, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) issued 
the “Chiiki ni okeru tabunka kyousei plan” [policy for promoting multicultural 
coexistence locally, and designated prefectural, city and lower administrative 
governments] (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, 2006) in 
order to adopt the policy for multiculturalism according to local needs and 
contexts. It was in this document that “Tabunka kyousei” [multicultural 
coexistence] was mentioned by the Japanese government for the first time 
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(Sato, 2013). In 2018, the Immigration Service Agencies in Japan established 
“Gaikoku jinzai no ukeire to kyousei no tameno sougouteki taisaku” 
[comprehensive strategy for accommodating non-Japanese labour and 
multiculturalism] (Immigration Service Agencies, 2018). In 2020, in alignment 
with this strategy, MIC’s policy was updated (Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications, 2020) particularly from the perspective of ‘leaving no one 
behind’, the principle of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 
updated policy stresses an importance of building a resilient society that can 
be established through achieving diversity and inclusiveness in preparation for 
the post COVID-19 pandemic.  

 
The MIC’s updated policy has a dedicated section for supporting education of 
children who have foreign roots for the following areas: 1) assessment of and 
support for out-of-school children, 2) information sharing through multi-
languages, 3) special language education support, 4) addressing the 
communication gap between schools and parents, and 5) promoting 
multiculturalism and international understanding. As per the major revision 
points, the updated policy flags key points which did not exist in the 2006 
policy. Those are for example, the importance of 1) social inclusion, 2) 
accommodating diversity and 3) non-Japanese residents’ participation in 
community activities, consultation, and collaboration.     
 
At this point there are two critical issues to be flagged.  First, in Japan there is 
a clear division of responsibilities between the central government and local 
government in terms of establishing laws, regulations, and policies. The former 
government is responsible for formulating legal framework and regulations 
while the latter handles policy formulation and implementation within the local 
context and the legal framework. However, in case of fostering 
internationalism or multicultural coexistence, such responsibilities were 
shifted, and local government took a lead in establishing various precedence 
prior that the central government introduced regulations (Sato, 2013; Kim, 
2011). For example, the term “Tabunka kyousei” [multicultural coexistence] 
was originated in Kobe City during the reconstruction period after the Great 
Hanshin Awaji Earthquake in 1995 (Enoi, 2021). Additionally, Hamamatsu 
City hosted "Gaikokujin Shuujuu Toshi Kaigi" [Council for Cities of Non-
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Japanese Residents] in 2001 (Asahi Digital, 2019), much earlier than MIC’s 
“Chiiki ni okeru tabunka kyousei plan” [policy for promoting multicultural 
coexistence locally, and designated prefectural, city and lower administrative 
governments] that was established in 2006. Kanagawa prefecture’s “Minsai 
gaikou” [international diplomacy initiative driven by local communities], 
established by the New Kanagawa Declaration in 1975, was another notable 
example of bottom-up international exchange efforts driven by the Kanagawa 
prefectural government (Kanagawa Prefectural Archives, n.d.).   
 
Secondly, although measures have been taken by the government to promote 
social capital and social inclusion, social cohesion discussion is noticeably 
missing in official documents. For example, to build a healthy society, the 
Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (2014 & 2018) emphasizes social 
capital and social inclusion as effective measures for improving health, 
wellbeing, and inclusion within society and businesses. However, the 
discussion of social cohesion is absent from these documents. A review of the 
MIC’s policy snapshot also confirms that while social capital, referred to 
implicitly as “local community”, “network”, “support group”, and so on, and 
social inclusion are promoted as effective measures for fostering  
multiculturalism, there is no explicit mention of social cohesion. As a result, 
it could be argued that the discussion of social cohesion has been largely 
overlooked in Japan’s public policy documents.   
 
In Japan, social cohesion discussion could have been somehow alienated in the 
government’s policy dialogues. Mishima (2016) argues that, in reference to the 
Japanese Association of Certified Social Workersʼ point of view, such 
alienation may stem from concerns that social cohesion might involve 
suppressing minorities through social control for the sake of cohesion. On the 
other hand, it is noteworthy that “Keidanren” [the Japan Business Federation] 
places social cohesion at the centre of the 2030 vision, which enables non-
Japanese residents to contribute to the Japanese society not only by offering 
labours, but also serving as a key player in operationalizing social 
infrastructure in the community where they belong (Keidanren, 2022).   
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33..22  JJaappaann  aatt  tthhee  eeddggee  ooff  ppoollaarriizzaattiioonn??    

Viewing Japan through the lens of social cohesion, which encompasses 
horizontal and vertical trust, reveals concerning evidence of polarization 
within Japanese society in recent years.  
 
In Japan, the gap between those who have and have not has been expanding. 
Although Japan’s Gini Coefficient shows a steady improvement in recent years, 
the country has a higher poverty rate compared to other developed countries. 
For example, on January 4, 2022, Yomiuri, one of the major newspapers in 
Japan, reported that according to statistics released by OECD, among the seven 
developed countries, Japan’s relative poverty rate, 15.7%, was the second 
highest after the U.S. in 2018. Concurrently, the number of foreign headed 
household that receives a welfare financial support from the Japanese 
government has been increasing (Takaya, 2017a), which implies that poverty 
has been on a rise among the households headed by foreign residents. Further, 
the relative poverty rate among female single-headed households went high up 
to 48.1% according to the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (2020). 
Indeed, the number of foreign national single-headed households, mostly 
headed by females, has also been increasing in Japan (Takaya, 2017b). This 
implies that the number of children belonging to such households is also 
increasing.  
 
UNESCO (n.d.) argues, “education is a basic human right that works to raise 
men and women out of poverty, level inequalities and ensure sustainable 
development”. Nevertheless, education is one of the areas hit hardest when a 
household falls into poverty. A nation-wide survey conducted by the Benesse 
Educational Research and Development Institute (2018), revealed a striking 
result with regard to parents’ attitudes towards the gap in child education in 
Japan. The survey shows that 52.6% of parents agree with the idea that the 
wealthier the child’s family is, the better education the child receives. The 
percentage of respondents who accept such an idea has increased from 42.5% 
in the earlier survey conducted in 2008. In fact, in Japan, education and poverty 
are closely linked and, the education attainment rate of children tends to be 
low among the vulnerable households which are receiving the government 
welfare support (Takaya, 2017a). More importantly, a school plays a pivotal 
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role in preventing societal divisions as it provides an opportunity for children 
to interact with their peers, and parents to meet with other parents. When a 
child loses access to school education, both child and parent lose social 
connections.  
 
In addition, according to the Edelman Trust Barometer Report (2021), the 
proportion of Japanese population who believed that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has been negatively affecting those with less education, less money and fewer 
resources was just 52% that is the lowest among twenty-seven countries 
surveyed. This result may imply that Japanese people have a low level of 
awareness in terms of the challenges which are faced by those who have less 
resources. Takeda (2009) rightly stresses that understanding the nature of 
challenges faced by foreign residents help us understand the problems 
encountered by the vulnerable population in Japan as those challenges are 
interconnected. This argument insinuates that the foreign residents’ challenges 
should not be seen merely as problems of a minority group, but rather as 
contributing factors to the widening gap that may lead to societal polarization.   

 
Moreover, viewing the latest survey results from a social cohesion perspective, 
an alarming situation emerges. From a vertical trust point of view, according 
to the latest Edelman Trust Barometer Report (2023), among twenty-six 
countries surveyed for the general population’s trust towards the government, 
Japan was the third lowest following Argentina and South Africa. This survey 
categorized Japan as one of those countries which are in danger of severe 
polarization. Further, in Japan, regardless of how long they have resided in a 
community and the extent of their contributions to the community, many local 
governments do not grant voting rights to non-Japanese residents, which makes 
achieving multicultural coexistence difficult (Haruyama, 2022). It is hard to 
assume those non-Japanese residents placing trust in the Japanese government 
if they are not given the right to participate in the decision-making processes 
that directly impact their daily lives and the services which they are entitled to 
receive as tax payers.  
 
As discussed earlier, social cohesion discussion tends to emerge when the 
society faces a transition from old value to new value. Given some evidence 
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of vertical and horizontal trust eroding in the Japanese society, a conclusion 
can be drawn that the social cohesion discussion is relevant and important to 
Japan. Further, as the country’s future economy much depends on immigrants 
(Haruyama, 2022; Keidanren, 2022), social cohesion dialogues become crucial 
to build sustainable society that embraces diversity and multicultural 
coexistence to shape a future trajectory of Japan.    
 
33..33  IInn  CCaassee  ooff  OOssaakkaa  CCiittyy  

Following the national policy review, this section now focuses on the City of 
Osaka, in particular, its education policies and learning environment for 
students with diverse cultural background. This section also touches upon 
critical roles played by NPOs and citizens in promoting multicultural 
coexistence.   
 
Osaka City is a city designated by government ordinance. It has a long history 
of foreign residents. As of 2022, according to the official statistics (Osaka City, 
n.d.), the city had a 152,560 non-Japanese population, the highest number of 
foreign residents, among the cities designated by government ordinance. In 
2019 the total number of pupils who belonged to primary and secondary 
education age cohorts reached 3,428, which marked a more than 10% increase 
compared to 2018. It included a substantial increase of children from Nepal 
and Vietnam. Meanwhile, regardless of nationality, the number of those pupils 
who need Japanese language supplemental education, has marked 2.5 times 
increase between 2014 and 2019 (Osaka City, 2020a).  

 
Hayakawa and Ueyama (2022) argue that Osaka attracts many non-Japanese 
population partly because of proximity to the Kansai International Airport and 
partly because it serves as the commercial, business and cultural centre of the 
southern part of Japan. More importantly, Osaka is known for its strong 
policies for promoting multiculturalism. Osaka prefectural government is one 
of the champions that have been promoting human rights based policies for 
non-Japanese residents (Yamawaki, 2008). Looking back the history of the 
member of Korean minority living in Japan, Osaka has a unique history of 
accommodating foreign residents (Hayakawa & Ueyama, 2022) as its civil 
society has played crucial roles in promoting multicultural coexistence and 
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protecting their ethnic education. For example, in 2017, an association of 
citizens in Osaka played critical roles in restoring minority classrooms for 
Korean children when a notification was issued by the City of Osaka to 
reorganize ethnic classrooms (Gildenhard, 2021).   
 
In 2020, the Osaka City government updated “Osaka shi tabunka kyousei 
shishin” [Osaka city policy for multicultural coexistence] (Osaka City, 2020a) 
in alignment with MIC’s updated national policy. The City’s policy also 
disclosed some important results of a survey which collected the data from 
non-Japanese residents who were older than 18 years old and were living in 
Osaka in 2019 (Osaka City, 2020b). Among the respondents, the highest 
number were Koreans who accounted for more than one third, followed by 
Chinese and Philippine nationalities.   

 
School education in Japan has been reinforced by the idea that Japan remains 
as homogenous society where all the children are assumed to possess similar 
cultural backgrounds and the same level of the Japanese language competency 
(Ishida, 2016; Sato, 2017; Enoi, 2021). According to the City’s survey results, 
among those who expressed a concern for children’s education, 38.6% said 
that their children are unable to learn their mother tongue or about the culture 
of their origin, and 35.1% said that children are forced to respect the customs 
and tradition of the Japanese schools. This result confirms that it has been quite 
difficult or not even possible for those children to maintain or learn the mother 
tongue and the cultural values of their origin through school education in 
Osaka. In order to address such challenges, the City’s updated policy stresses 
an importance of multicultural education that avails a learning environment 
where: 1) different values are respected, 2) different cultural identities are 
preserved, and 3) children can develop a capacity and resilience in surviving 
globalization and attain greater multicultural understanding.  

 
Although there are notable efforts and improvements made in the City’s 
updated policy, especially in terms of respecting diversity and different 
learning needs of foreign rooted children, there seems to be no explicit 
reference made for social cohesion nor child consultation that is a key 
ingredient for fostering social cohesion according to UNICEF child social 
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cohesion research (2018).   
 
Following the policy update in 2020, Osaka City conducted another survey 
targeting non-Japanese residents with a sample size of 4,000 in 2022 (Osaka 
City, 2023).  According to the results, among those who expressed a concern 
for children’s education, 28.4% said that their children are unable to learn their 
mother tongue or about the culture of their origin, which is a significant 
decrease from 38.6% recorded in 2019. Further, 31.3% said that they are forced 
to respect the customs and tradition of the Japanese schools, which shows only 
a slight improvement from 35.1% recorded in 2019. Those results show that 
children’s learning environment has been improved in terms of maintaining or 
learning the mother tongue and the cultural values of their origin since the 
policy updates, but the culture of Japanese school or traditional Japanese way 
of teaching still stubbornly remain static. As argued by Shimizu (2017), despite 
the Japanese government’s policies or recent political push for strengthening 
education support for children with foreign roots, the nature of the challenges 
which have been faced by those children have remained mostly the same during 
the past twenty years. 
 
Although it must be flagged that a dedicated research is required to establish 
any causality or attribution between the City’s updated policy and those survey 
results, a quick skimming of policies for multicultural coexistence issued by 
the national government and the Osaka City confirmed that social cohesion 
discussion especially for children in Japan could not be located.  
 
33..44  TThhee  SSuuiittaa  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  FFrriieennddsshhiipp  AAssssoocciiaattiioonn  ––  lleessssoonnss  

ffrroomm  tthhee““HHaalloo--HHaalloo””aapppprrooaacchh  
Yamawaki (2008) stresses that multicultural coexistence can be achieved only 
through building a wholistic partnership by mobilizing different actors such as 
local government, civil societies, business sectors, schools, and residents. In 
Japan, critical roles played by NPOs and citizens in promoting 
multiculturalism is well recognized by the local government. The survey 
undertaken by Lee and Seta (2014) shows that almost half (41.3%) of local 
governments are supporting Civil Society Organization (CSOs) and NPOs 
which are promoting multiculturalism. Also, Takeda (2009) points out that 
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citizens’ willingness to help non-Japanese residents are often triggered by 
sympathies towards those who are not able to receive much needed support 
from the government only because of nationality. In this regard, government 
and civil society can complement each other as the government relies heavily 
on majority’s political wills, while the latter can support the areas where 
government cannot address or outreach.   
 
The Suita International Friendship Association (SIFA) is an NPO that was 
established in Suita City, Osaka in 1991. It aims to promote citizen-led 
international exchange activities to create a peaceful community that respects 
human rights in cooperation with the Suita City Government (SIFA, n.d.). It is 
citizens who have been supporting SIFA’s activities since its establishment. 
The Association implements various projects in promoting multicultural 
coexistence. Those include foreign language classes offering citizens lessons 
in English, Korean, Chinese, or Vietnamese, which is SIFA’s major source of 
income. Further, SIFA offers a Japanese language class for non-Japanese 
speaking residents, and cultural exchange events such as a cooking class. In 
addition, SIFA organizes multi-language training courses for volunteers who 
are willing to help non-Japanese residents for needed medical or administrative 
services. The Association, however, does not do a job introduction for non-
Japanese residents as such function requires a special license in Japan. In 2022, 
Suita City awarded SIFA financial resources to start one stop multilingual 
consultation centre that helps non-Japanese residents with various things 
related to residential visa, child education, and so on in twelve different 
languages.   
 

A weekly workshop organized by SIFA is called “Halo-Halo Square”, where 
children with different cultural background gather every Friday. This 
workshop was named after “halo-halo” meaning “mixture” in Tagalog. 
Although the workshop was primarily meant to offer learning support or 
playing space for children, it also intends to provide them with a safe place to 
meet with other children. Usually, more than twenty children with different 
cultural background come to the workshop. The workshop opens in the evening 
so that children who belong to primary school age as well as junior high school 
can stop by. At the workshop, children read books, play games, or receive 
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language and other learning support from citizen volunteers such as university 
students or retirees in the same room. Children can use the service free of 
charge. Below is a quote from an interview with Ayumi Ohashi, Head, the 
Suita International Friendship Association (SIFA);  
 

I think that the biggest reason why children come to the workshop 
every week is to meet other children. When this place was closed due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, we offered an online forum so that kids 
could continue meeting each other. During this period, some children 
who did not have access to internet at home even went to their 
relative’s place that has internet connection, as they wanted to meet 
their friends even online desperately. It shows how important it is for 
children to get connected to others, which gives them a sense of 
belonging, bonding and being needed.     

 
Ohashi adds that it is relatively easy for non-Japanese children to be admitted 
at schools as some or the local municipality offices in Osaka are willing to 
accommodate those kids favorably. According to the list of high school 
entrance examination special procedures for children with foreign roots in 
Japan, when taking entrance examination in Osaka, foreign students are 
allowed to have the tests given in simplified Japanese, use a dictionary, and 
with extended time for examinations (Miyajima, 2017).  

 
Nevertheless, no matter how brilliant a supporting mechanism the local 
government has their parents may not be aware of such services. In the past, 
SIFA has managed to help foreign rooted children to go back to school only 
because a community-based volunteer group who are teaching Japanese 
language for those children reported that some kids were always staying at 
home. Those children are often hidden deep in the pockets of the community 
and therefore, usually not visible for the eyes of municipality officials. 
Yamano (2014) stresses that child rearing should be considered as the entire 
community’s responsibility. It is indeed vital for community members to serve 
as watch dogs keeping eyes on those vulnerable children.  
 
The Osaka City’s survey conducted in 2022 disclosed another important 
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finding. Among those who responded to the survey, asked about an experience 
in participating in community activities, more than half (60.2%) responded that 
they have never participated in any community activities in the past, among 
which, the top three reasons for non-participation were, “not aware of any 
community activities (40.8%)”, “do not have time (39.5%)” and “never been 
invited (20.8%)”. This result shows an alarming signal of their “isolation” or 
“disconnectedness” within a community.    
 
The biggest value of SIFA’s “Halo-Halo” approach lies in connecting children 
with foreign roots and citizens. While children can benefit from learning 
support and interacting with peers, volunteer citizens also learn about the 
challenges which are faced by non-Japanese children and their parents in their 
daily life. Such awareness harnesses citizen’s understanding that they all are 
the same human beings who are willing to live in peace and harmony within 
the same community. A non-Japanese staff who works for SIFA says,  

 
Whether speaking Japanese fluently or not, we can work together. Even 
if some of us do not speak Japanese, we can still help old people by 
removing debris and cleaning streets in Osaka when our community is 
hit by heavy rain or an earthquake. 

 
In fact, as Keidanren (2022) rightly advocates, once non-Japanese residents 
are truly integrated in the Japanese society, what they can offer is much more 
than just labour force. A critical lesson that can be drawn from the “Halo-Halo” 
approach is that it is important to mix different groups. This is because even if 
different culture could co-exist in the same community, if they exist separately 
and not interact each other, multicultural coexistence can still result in social 
fragmentation. This is exactly why the social cohesion concept plays a critical 
role as it emphasizes about bonding different groups and cultures. It is, 
therefore, high time to integrate social cohesion dialogues into multicultural 
coexistence discussion as the latter alone cannot be a sole answer for Japan to 
pursue.     
 

44..  CCoonncclluussiioonn  

This paper examined the conceptual understanding of social cohesion and its 
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relevance to Japan within a context of a growing number of foreign immigrants 
and their children in Japan. Although many efforts have been placed by the 
government to promote multicultural coexistence in Japan, social cohesion 
dialogues are largely absent from the current policy discussion. With good 
evidence of a widening gap and diminishing vertical and horizontal trust in 
Japanese society, absence of social cohesion discussion stands as an alarming 
gap. This is because even if different cultures can coexist with the same 
community, if they remain separate and disconnected from one another, the 
community will be fragmented.  
 
In this endeavor, well-contextualized social cohesion theory, particularly those 
focusing on both vertical and horizontal trust through school education, can 
provide valuable hint for Japan’s future policy discussion. Additionally, 
exploring the concept of child social cohesion in Japan presents a promising 
avenue for future research, aiming to understand how children with different 
cultures develop trust with other peers and adults in their own community. 
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ABSTRACT  
 

Due to a steady increase in the migrant population, and as the global challenges 
have overturned traditional geo-political landscapes and shaped a complex 
borderless world, social cohesion has become an important topic. First, this 
qualitative study explored social cohesion concept, genesis, and its relation to the 
concept of social capital and social inclusion, and it also introduced child social 
cohesion concept. Second, the paper examined the Japan’s policy efforts in 
promoting and fostering multicultural coexistence from social cohesion 
perspectives by using a case of Osaka. The paper concluded that Japan should 
factor social cohesion discussion in its policy formulation by applying well-
grounded theories, especially fostering vertical and horizontal trust through 
education in promoting multiculturalism for the future generations.  
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