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COVID-19 and Mortality Deficit in Japan

HAYASHI Reiko!, BEPPU Motomi!, ISHII Futoshi?

1.National Institute of Population and Social Security Research (IPSS) 2.Keio University

The total number of deaths in Japan declined in 2020 compared to 2019. This
article describes the characteristics of COVID-19 deaths and components of decline using
the data of COVID-19 deaths based on the “Act on the Prevention of Infectious Diseases
and Medical Care for Patients with Infectious Diseases” and Vital Statistics.

The sex ratio of COVID-19 is high, i.e. men are more prone to the victim of
COVID-19 than women and this high sex ratio is similar to lung related diseases such as
COPD, malignant neoplasm of lung, or pneumonia. During the course of pandemic, the sex
ratio changed and there was a tendency that it declined when there was the increase of the
number of deaths. This trend might be interpreted that the rise in the number of severely ill
patients impeded the care provision, which would cause the death of women who were less
prone to die. However, this interpretation needs closer examination. The concentration of
deaths in higher ages is nothing different from ordinally death age structure.

So far in Japan, the earliest publication of number of deaths of all causes in Vital
Statistics, based on the death certificate issued by the medical doctor as stipulated in the
Family Register Act, is the Rapid Release published after two months. The total number of
deaths is available up to December 2020 at the time of writing of this article. The total
number of deaths of 2020 in the Rapid Release, was 1,384,544, which was 9,373 (0.7%) less
than that of 2019. The increasing number of very old persons must be taken into account as
it will increase the number of deaths, with or without COVID-19. We calculated the age-
adjusted number of deaths applying the age-specific mortality of 2019 to 2020 population
structure. The calculated age-adjusted number of deaths in 2020 is 1,432,467, which is
47,923 (3.3%) less than the actual number of deaths in 2020. Monthly figures vary and
October and December 2020 numbers were more than the age-adjusted numbers of deaths.
It can be interpreted that the deaths were delayed by infectious control behavioral change,
but these effects were finally expired. However, we need to continue to observe the
forthcoming data release.

Within the country, metropolitan areas, around Tokyo, Osaka, Aichi prefectures
recorded increase of deaths in 2020 compared in 2019. These areas are affected by COVID-
19 much more than non-metropolitan areas. However, these areas are also where the older
persons are increasing much more. The age-adjusted number of deaths reveals that the
increase of death was due to the increased number of older persons in metropolitan areas.

The Approximate Report of Vital Statistics released after five months publishes
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number of deaths, disaggregated by age, sex and cause of death. Examining January to
September 2020 death data which was available by the time of writing this article, the most
decreased causes of death were pneumonia, heart diseases and cerebrovascular diseases, by
number. As for the ratio, Influenza, pneumonia, and COPD were the most decreased. The
decrease of pneumonia and Influenza could be due to the infectious control behavioral
change such as wearing mask, washing hands, preventing 3C (Closed spaces, Crowded places
and Close-contact settings). The decrease of heart diseases and cerebrovascular diseases
might be since many of these underlying causes of death are having pneumonia as
contributing cause of death.

Accidents and suicide also declined up to September. The suicide decrease was
notable in April and May, and increased to the 2019 level by July. However, according to
other data source of National Police Agency, the number increased significantly after that.
The number of suicides surged in October and remained on high level thereafter. The
resulted annual number of suicides increased compared to 2019, and the increase was the
first time since 2009.

The number of deaths decreased for the 0-9 years old. The cause which the decrease
was the largest of this age group was congenital malformations, deformations and
chromosomal abnormalities. The mechanism of decrease is undiscernible so far. The
increase of deaths for the 15-29 years old is primarily explained by increased suicide.

As the COVID-19 pandemic lengthens, its influence evolved, as seen in the case of
suicide. The same trends are being observed in the increasing unemployment rate and the
number of social assistance application. While the end of the pandemic is yet to be

anticipated, the continuous observation and analysis are needed.
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