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Introduction


AT A TIME when so much of the world is enveloped in gloom, fearful of climate and health emergencies, economic decline and the relentless rise of authoritarianism, it is time for a book that scours the globe and comes up with answers. Call it a survival kit, a way of navigating this new era.


Over the past three years I have gone in search of countries and cities, governments and communities which are tackling the threats that we face with imagination. No matter our culture, history or geography, we all share similar challenges. Where am I going to live? Who will look after me when I get old or sick? Am I learning the right skills to face the challenges from artificial intelligence? Do I have trustworthy information to help me make my choices? What kind of community do I want to live in? How can my environment be protected without it costing me my livelihood?


Wherever we look, someone has a lesson for us, if only we have the humility to want to learn. That’s the difference between societies that are open to new influences and those that fly the flag and think they know best. Many exciting examples of good practice exist in the unlikeliest places.


For me, this has been an extraordinary venture and adventure. My travels across ten disparate countries and cities enabled me to meet extraordinary people with a variety of outlooks and recipes for improving the lot of their communities. My journey challenged many of my assumptions, reviving in me some of the hope I had felt during the early part of my career. In the late 1980s and 1990s, I had the great fortune of being based in East Berlin, seeing the Wall come down and then moving to Moscow to witness the collapse of communism. Like many, I succumbed to the blithe optimism that followed. At what point did that start to break down? Was it the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the sudden realization of the limits of the state’s capacity to keep us safe? Was it Iraq, the duplicities on the road to invasion (which I wrote about in Blair’s Wars) and the failure to accomplish anything on the ground? Was it the financial crash of 2008 and the fact that not a single person in a position of power has ever been seriously punished? Was it a more long-term trend – the deregulation of financial markets by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher and the hegemony of subsequent waves of globalization? Or was it the simpler human failings of complacency and greed? I think it was all of those and something else. It was a failure of imagination.


A decade ago, I became a professional pessimist. I repeatedly forecast doom – and was usually right. I assumed in 2016 that Brexit would happen, and Donald Trump would triumph, followed by Marine Le Pen prevailing the following year. I got the latter wrong, but who knows for how long? Then came Trump Two in 2024; I won several bets on that. It was easy to feel smug, but it didn’t improve anything. So how about trying to look for the good?


That wasn’t always easy. The human condition seems hardwired to imagine the worst. In many of the places I visited – far from the bombast of countries such as the United States, Britain or France – people were startled by the idea that they had anything to impart. I was not looking for the perfect solution. Nobody has a monopoly on virtue; everyone is making mistakes along the way.


My starting point is that we cannot assume things will return to the way they were. The rise of authoritarian populism has ensured that. Why is it that mainstream politicians, including those who promised so much for so long, end up doing little more than tinkering? Why do they display such learned helplessness? The key ingredient that eludes them is courage. What does courage in leadership mean? First, what it isn’t: it has nothing to do with recklessness, shooting from the hip, courting short-term popularity. In the era of instant judgements and the pressure to make binary choices, that is the coward’s way out. Nor is it triangulation, working out the position of the two extremes and placing yourself in the middle, constantly looking over your shoulder for any criticism from the loudest voices. Nor is it based in rhetoric. I could quote Barack Obama’s Audacity of Hope. Or the Tony Blair, 1997 variety. Or JFK, or Willy Brandt, or Nelson Mandela, or Martin Luther King.


No, the courage I am talking about is muscular, reflecting the harder-edged realities of now. It is based on commitment to see something through; staying power; resilience in the face of adversity. It is about being prepared to go against the grain when necessary and being honest with your citizens. Communication is a skill that has earned a bad name in politics, becoming synonymous with spin, scoring quick points, pushing messages that often appeal to the lowest common denominator. The communication I’m talking about is a subset of courage.


Contemporary politicians have been told that voters won’t accept candour. The moment criticism gathers speed on social media or in traditional media, then is whipped up and distorted by political opponents, a chosen policy is toned down, delayed or abandoned. But it doesn’t have to be that way.


Much hinges on social solidarity and in citizens having a sense of agency. Countries that have been through adversity are more capable of absorbing difficult decisions. The evidence is clear that societies where citizens are informed and involved are more likely to cohere and succeed.


Politicians might insist that, long-term, such difficult decisions are all very well, but they don’t win the daily news agenda, the unremitting battle for headlines that was hard enough before the advent of fake news and bots. And they don’t win elections, because most of the problems are so intractable that it would take far longer than the four- or five-year voting cycle for the benefits to be reaped. Where’s the credit therefore in thinking afresh?


Think of it another way. Given that the link between delivery and trust has been undermined, if mainstream politicians don’t think more imaginatively about the future, they won’t have a future. The old world is not coming back. No political system is guaranteed forever, and the best way to condemn liberal democracy to oblivion is to fail to acknowledge the gravity of the crisis we face, and to fail to engage the public in a candid, but sustained, dialogue about what the future holds.


Times of turbulence require radical thinking; they provide the most fertile ground for it too. Many reforms result from war, invasion, poverty or financial crisis. But they don’t have to. Some countries have seen the need to refresh not as the result of trauma but in order to prepare for the future. Britain stumbles, making it up as it goes along, safe in the delusion that because it hasn’t been invaded for a millennium and hasn’t had a revolution for four centuries, it has no need for hard introspection.


The old assumptions, however, no longer apply. The pact, set out from Hobbes to Locke, required acquiescence to the sovereign who ruled for the benefit of the people. The post-1945 architecture of Western liberal democracy, the welfare state, the social market, is a modern variant of that. Establishing credibility requires that the government uphold its side of the contract, which the American political scientist Margaret Levi describes as the provision of goods and a demonstrable administrative capacity, plus ‘the ability to identify and punish free-riders’. This has been a transactional deal, based on the expectation that each generation will bequeath to the next a better and wealthier world. It’s about trust too, Levi notes: ‘The motivations and ideologies of elected politicians can also affect perceptions, positively or negatively. When citizens perceive their government as serving their interests, they consider their government trustworthy.’ Political scientists call this pact ‘output legitimacy’. And there is precious little of it about.


The nativist authoritarian backlash is a response to maladministration, unfairness and government by increment. Trump’s contribution has been to shake us out of our torpor, to make us realize that caution does not work. The irony is that it is the populists who tend to show greater courage, but of a different kind. They don’t worry about making enemies (they define themselves through their enemies). They might talk about governments ‘getting out of the way’, but they use state instruments to affect change. They are delighted to be known as disruptors. It has worked well for them, and for many it is intoxicating. It provides an outlet for anger and an easy nationalist balm; but in the long term it cures few problems and doesn’t benefit those seduced by it. Saying that, however, provides no reassurance of its eventual demise.


Everywhere you look you see liberal democratic leaders paralysed with fear. They worry about the markets (with reason); they fret about conventional media and social media (with less reason). They wait for bad things to happen, trying to anticipate what their critics might say of them in case they put a foot out of line. It’s a self-fulfilling spiral. They did that before the populists came on to the scene – why else would Tony Blair have flown halfway around the world to an Australian island to curry favour with Rupert Murdoch in 1995? And they do that now, with the populists in the ascendant. Who will forget the NATO secretary general Mark Rutte thanking ‘daddy’ Trump?


Even though he has enjoyed a parliamentary majority that others would only dream of, Keir Starmer obsesses about the latest focus group or the latest utterance of Nigel Farage. The Britain he inherited was in the doldrums – more than a decade into an era of austerity and a failure of governance (not to mention the act of wanton self-harm that was Brexit). Everywhere you looked, public services were in crisis: the NHS, the criminal justice system, housing, social care. These factors feed off each other. Worse housing leads to worse health. Worse health produces more social care demand, more anxiety. That leaves fewer people in work, lower growth and perennially low productivity, leading to lower tax revenues for public spending. More societal dislocation leads to more crime, which leads to jails that are overcrowded and prisoners released early and wrongly.


What has made it worse is a sense of helplessness, of politicians muddling through without any sense of strategy. Voters may put up with all manner of sacrifices if they are given a clear vision – and where possible, involvement in a plan. What will the world look like in a decade, and what does their country want to become? What they get instead is different. Shortly before presenting her Budget in November 2025, Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer (finance minister), Rachel Reeves, gave a speech which had been billed as a mature explanation of the difficult choices ahead. It was, commented Mark Borkowski, an author who has written about the history of public relations, ‘the kind of performance that explains why so many have tuned out. Westminster no longer talks with the country, it talks at it, in a beige dialect. Every syllable sanded down until nothing could possibly offend, or indeed, interest… It’s not just political; it’s cultural. We’ve built a political class allergic to spontaneity, terrified of the unpolished truth.’


Populists, by contrast, see in every crisis the opportunity to disrupt, to remake the world in their own image. Imagine if mainstream politicians did the same. Imagine if they didn’t seek to fill in the potholes in the hope of restoring the status quo, but instead saw in every challenge the opportunity to build something different and distinctive.


For all the major challenges, from climate to demography to the future of the welfare state, the short-term politics and the long-term economics point in opposite directions. Neither hubristic populists nor frightened mainstream governments are levelling with citizens about the rewiring that is required. A serious public discussion is not taking place about whether public services can be maintained in the future, or about the skills required to equip the next generation.


Britain is not alone; I look at the failings, and the successes, of equivalent countries too. Across Europe, America and elsewhere, the more these crises worsen, the less open we become to outside influences. Why do we turn in on ourselves rather than embrace fresh thinking?


The purpose of this book is not to analyse the ideological causes of democratic backsliding. It doesn’t enter the debate on culture norms, now reduced to ‘woke’ versus ‘non-woke’. My search for best practice has demonstrated to me that many of the old labels that have defined political debate may be redundant: private versus public, state versus individual, high spending versus low spending. Is x per cent on healthcare preferable to y per cent? Is allowing in x thousand immigrants morally superior or inferior to y thousand? Some of the examples I cite will be challenging, heretical even, for those on the traditional left and right.


In all areas, however, the role of the state remains vital. Success occurs where the government, at national and local levels, accepts it has a responsibility to help tackle the big challenges of our time – climate, ageing, housing, employment. Communities share that responsibility. By contrast, outsourcing is often an admission of failure – ‘we’re no good at doing things, so let’s not even try’ – and a vehicle to avoid accountability.


This book is a call to arms for radicalism, but not of the symbolic variety that dominates our bifurcated politics. It requires us to break out of our national straitjackets, dispense with bureaucratic inertia, and think across a wide spectrum of cultures and forms of governance. It requires political tribes to think differently, to discard shibboleths. None of this will be easy.


Why did I choose these countries and these themes? I ignored the major economic players in Europe – Germany, France and the UK – and, of course, the United States, now better suited as the ‘how not to’ example. Their job, as far as this book is concerned, is to lecture less and learn more.


Much useful work is done identifying and tracking innovation and good practice at universities, think tanks, and through what has come to be called ‘solutions-based journalism’. I had no shortage of choices, and many of the omissions I was required to make were tough. I could have opted for South Africa, where at Stellenbosch fantastic work is being done on genome research in the event of a future pandemic. I could have opted for Australia’s health system, or Chile’s successes in renewable energy. Many countries are making progress on poverty alleviation, not least Tanzania in recent years, though league tables are never static. If I had stuck to the international surveys, on many issues the Nordics would predictably have dominated, supplemented by the odd entry from the Dutch or the Swiss. I didn’t want to highlight places that were defined by specifics; think Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index, for example.


Nor did I see merit in focusing on countries such as Singapore or Rwanda, where curbs on civil liberties are seen as a necessary concomitant of social stability and economic growth. Nor, of course, did I want to consider outright authoritarian regimes – even if, like China, progress on multiple fronts is impressive.


When it comes to delivering a better life, can you be neutral about political systems? The short answer is ‘no’, but nor, I argue, should you rule out the many countries that govern differently. We in the West are accustomed to celebrating our freedoms, even when they are flawed and inconsistently applied. However, through two examples, I wanted to test countries that would not fall into the category of classic liberal democracies. If pragmatism is your guide, it is salutary to see how leaders who don’t need to worry unduly about the electoral cycle appear to have greater leeway to plan and to introduce policies that are tough in the short term but are the right thing to do. The obvious problem with this theory is that regimes where parliament, judiciary and media are weak end up hoarding power; corruption and cronyism take hold, and bad decision-making follows. The key therefore is to find a way of marrying democratic checks and balances with courageous government.


As I travelled, from Austria in December 2023 to Romania in September 2025, via Asia, North Africa and Central and North America, I identified specific attributes and commonalities. The countries I have chosen are linked in more ways than they realize. I combined research and data with interviews with experts and practitioners, interspersed with human stories. The most important guiding principle was transferability – the ability of these examples to be adopted elsewhere. In each place, I saw delegations of international visitors seeking to learn the secrets of their success.


*


My narrative begins in Japan, which is at the forefront of one of the most important challenges facing mankind – the ageing of our populations. It is predicted that by the end of this century, 97 per cent of the world’s nations will have fallen below the replacement rate of births. Successive Japanese governments have shown that if you can’t avoid a problem, you might as well confront it. They’ve been monitoring huge demographic shifts for some time. The statistics are extraordinary – by 2050, the proportion of pensioners is expected to rise to nearly 40 per cent. The number of centenarians could reach half a million. The number of people of working age is falling.


Back in 2000, Japan introduced the Long-Term Care Insurance system, one of the first states to do something like that. The system is transparent and candid; everyone knows what they have to pay and when. While news coverage focuses on robots – and there are some intriguing developments – I was most impressed by the innovative ways in which communities are integrating the elderly into day-to-day-life and creating a new form of intergenerational living. Compare that with countries such as the UK that have been shirking the social care challenge for decades.


Canada has suffered more upheaval than others. The country that Trump wanted to turn into his 51st state has, like the United States, and like Australia, been based on an immigration dream: the notion of new arrivals building a new life and becoming an integral part of their new home. In practice, the system was often based on race discrimination. Then, in the 1970s, Canada suddenly became the first country in the world to enshrine multiculturalism into its constitution – and ever since, public buy-in has been strong. Particularly impressive is the sponsorship system. Church groups, companies and individuals can help bring someone into the country, if they are responsible for their needs.


This consensus started to break down a few years ago, not because people had suddenly become intolerant or racist (though there are always some) but through a failure of governance. The government doubled immigration quotas, without providing housing or healthcare to match. It comes down to basics: do you have what it takes to make your system work? And have you had a frank dialogue with citizens about what is needed?


Housing is the most public manifestation of inequity. When people saving lives or keeping the streets safe are unable to live close to their work; when young families cannot afford a home of their own; when millions find themselves on the streets, while a small few live off the assets of ever-appreciating bricks and mortar, you know something is wrong. In the 1920s, Red Vienna, as it came to be known, was a diseased and defeated city that was turned into one of the most ambitious urban experiments of the twentieth century. The plan involved a complete rethinking of the way societies interact. The model has stood the test of time, and is a source of admiration. When American delegations visit, they are shocked to see people walking safely through social housing projects and enjoying themselves at pavement cafés.


Some 60 per cent of residents live in subsidized public housing; social status does not depend on ownership. Underpinning the system are shared responsibilities. Housing collectives designate jobs to match residents’ skills – the plumber, the IT specialist, the teacher. Such is the prestige of these developments that famous architects compete more keenly for contracts than they do for private projects.


The most admirable of Finland’s many positive attributes is the priority it gives to education. Teaching is highly respected; to enter the profession, even as a primary teacher, you need a master’s degree – and even then, qualifying is tough. Teachers have considerable freedom; they are not graded and nor are schools. The atmosphere in the classroom is unlike anything I’ve seen. There is only one major exam and almost no homework. Pupils and parents contribute to lesson planning. Education is about the rounded pupil and lifelong skills. Children are taught democracy, business skills and digital literacy. The emphasis is on resilience, self-responsibility and a strong sense of social equity.


Over the last few years, as performance has dropped in the PISA tables (the international marker for maths, science and language), some have doubted the efficacy of the model. But reforms have since been introduced that are once more paying dividends. Finland’s schools are not a soft substitute for rigour; they are ahead of the game, providing essential tools for survival in a new world of political uncertainty and seemingly tradeable truths – and for the many future skills and employment opportunities and challenges of AI.


Taiwan’s health service has the highest patient satisfaction figures, but you wouldn’t know it as the encircled island has been frozen out of the World Health Organization at the behest of China. As it emerged from half a century of dictatorship, Taiwan sent experts to scour the world for the best models. They gave Britain’s NHS a quick glance and looked away. Taiwan’s NHI (similar acronym but different system) has just celebrated its thirtieth anniversary. Paid for by a mix of general taxation, compulsory insurance contributions and co-payments (a small fee per visit), it is quick, efficient and highly digitized.


Medical literacy and patient autonomy are paramount. Patients usually go straight to hospitals or clinics, where they can expect to have a first consultation within twenty minutes. Or they can book on the app, and their doctor can have an immediate look online. There is another lesson here: it is cheap. Taiwan spends 8 per cent of its GDP on health, lower than Europe and far lower than the bureaucratic and deeply unequal system in the US.


One of the tragedies of the populist era has been the denigration of the environmental cause. Some of the blame can be placed on the green movement, for allowing itself to be framed as ‘metropolitan’ and for not linking the cause to the need to improve living standards. As governments water down climate targets, the facts get worse. By contrast, Costa Rica is undeterred by such trends, a beacon of good practice. That is even more surprising as it is surrounded by instability and violence, by neighbours that have lurched from fascist to communist dictatorships.


In the early Cold War years, Costa Rica followed the dictates of the International Monetary Fund, tearing down its forests and turning itself into a willing source of cheap agricultural exports. Since the 1980s, it has transformed itself into one of the world’s most impressive examples of biodiversity and sustainable development. Environmental awareness there is embedded in education. Tackling climate change is not presented as a trade-off or a sacrifice, but as intrinsic to national life. By improving the environment, successive governments have ensured that wealth has flowed into the country and demonstrated that green policies can spur rather than hinder economic growth.


In Morocco, when the king decrees something, it happens. On gaining independence, the country relied on its neighbours, Libya and Algeria – two fossil-fuel-producing and failing states – for its energy. During the 2008 financial crash, as the price of oil soared, it bet on producing its own solar and wind power. In so doing, Morocco is proving to wealthier countries the merits of forward planning and resource independence. From a standing start a decade ago, it is preparing to sell energy to Europe.


Unlike others that are falling behind their Paris commitments, Morocco is ahead of its targets. It has pledged that more than half its energy will come from renewable sources by 2030 and, as I saw from visits to five locations, it is building infrastructure at a rapid pace. The most breathtaking installation is a giant solar station in the desert on the fringes of the Atlas Mountains and the city of Ouarzazate. Morocco is not a beacon of democratic virtue. That isn’t the point here. It has outshone others in renewable energy because it saw the dangers and opportunities in advance and didn’t delay. It has shown that weaning itself off fossil fuels is not just a signal of virtue in a culture war, but also a pragmatic decision.


It might seem curious to band together two countries – one tiny, the other the most populous on the planet. Both have leapfrogged the analogue world, embracing tech as a route to resilience and economic success. Everywhere I went in India, I was taken aback by the access that citizens – not just the wealthy – had to technology that was improving their lives. Digital Public Infrastructure has ensured that almost everyone has a digital ID and over three-quarters have access to an account at a financial institution or via mobile money. All that in a vast country synonymous with deadening bureaucracy.


In Karnataka and Haryana, I saw how cheap smartphones (usually knock-offs from China) have transformed rural life. Apps enable farmers to sell directly, avoiding the middleman, and to buy modern equipment. Rickshaw drivers and stall vendors use digital payments as a matter of course. They don’t do it because it’s faddish, but because it gives them financial security. Some worry about big brother and an over-weaning state. India, once seen as a robust if chaotic democracy, has under Narendra Modi taken on authoritarian tendencies. Morocco is a hybrid of the two. These cases, and many more around the world, present full-frontal competition to liberal democracies’ ability to deliver and to think long term.


The entire territory of Estonia could fit inside Delhi’s central district. Like India, it has been playing catch-up. On securing the return of their independence from the USSR in the early 1990s, Estonia saw in the rapid adoption of technology a route to economic growth and security: Tiger Leap involved putting computers first in every town hall, then in every home. In 2007, a massive computer hack coordinated by the Kremlin almost brought Estonia to its knees. Now it has one of the world’s most sophisticated cybersecurity systems. It has done much to bolster Ukraine’s cyber-resilience. One beleaguered state helps the other.


Estonia’s digital revolution is a new form of citizen democracy. Each of the state’s 3,000 services provided can be accessed online. Thanks to digital ID, you can file papers for marriage and for divorce. Tax returns are filled out in minutes. It’s reckoned that e-government has saved 2 per cent of GDP, the size of the average European defence budget. This is not dreamy utopianism – the world has been through that. It is about giving citizens a practical stake, building trust, and being prepared to think afresh.


I end my journey in a small city that spawned a revolution. Timişoara, on the western fringes of Romania, saw the first protests that eventually toppled the dictator, Nicolae Ceauşescu, back in 1989. The city has struggled much of the time since with a brain drain and a weak economy, yet in recent years it has shown a renewed determination to create a resilient democracy. The threats from the far right, from those masquerading to be on the side of the people, grow ever stronger. Yet so does the determination by a mayor and his supporters to resist the tide, by trying new forms of political engagement. This final destination provides a microcosm of the challenges facing much of the world; success will not come easily, but I detect seeds of hope.










CHAPTER ONE


Who will look after me when I’m old?



Japan


MY JOURNEY TO countries that do it better begins in the land of cuddly robots and a state-of-the-art Zimmer frame (something I was hoping to stave off for a few years at least). I am in Japan – which, if the predictions ring true, will in the not-too-distant future have to look after half a million people aged over 100. If they’re scared at the prospect, they’re not showing it. They are instead planning away, redefining what it means to be old and what to do about it, and experimenting everywhere. They are preparing for a demographic reality that countries like the UK are ducking.


I want to start with the numbers, and so my first port of call is the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research in Tokyo. A researcher who tracks demography and social care, Jun Kikuchi has come armed with statistics on fertility rates and population bulges as well as a host of predictions. He introduces me to the phenomenon of super ageing and how communities are responding.


My first question is simple: why do the Japanese live so healthily and for so long? ‘There is no secret. There’s no single answer,’ he replies, displaying the typical diffidence of a Japanese civil servant. There are many answers, and they are testament to a society that is thinking long-term.


All developed countries face a similar test, but in Japan it is happening faster and more dramatically. The Japanese started preparing for the demographic time bomb several decades ago. The numbers are eye-watering. Japan’s population peaked in 2008. This is when its first wave of baby boomers (those born shortly after the Second World War) had their own children, who in turn had babies. Since then, it has shrunk – and is about to go into free fall. In 2023, just 720,000 births were registered, a 5 per cent drop from the previous year: the ninth fall in a row, and the lowest figure since records began during the Meiji era in 1899. It is forecast that, by 2070, the population will have fallen by a quarter, from 120 to 90 million. The proportion of people of working age – or what used to be thought of as working age – will fall most steeply of all.


The potential support ratio (PSR) is the number of people aged 15–64 for every person aged 65 or older. Across the world, between 1950 and 2009, the PSR declined from twelve to nine; by 2050, it is projected to drop to four. In Japan, it had already fallen to 1.8, the lowest in the world, by 2015. These numbers have huge implications for all areas of life – from welfare, health, social security and pensions to employment and immigration. It is part of the demographic jigsaw and is linked to several other datasets: the number of babies being born and the number of retirees, the number of years they live in good health, and the number of years they are ailing and in need of care.


The global replacement rate is 2.1 – that is the average number of children per woman required to sustain the size of the world’s population. The problem is most pronounced in East Asia: in Japan, South Korea and neighbouring states it is below 1.3. In China, thanks in large part to the legacy of the ‘one-child policy’, it is similar. In Europe, the current rate is 1.5. Even in some emerging economies, fertility rates have fallen dramatically. In Brazil in 1960, a woman would have had an average of 6.1 babies. Now it’s 1.6. The Middle East isn’t that different. Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region that is bucking the trend, but even there the rate of population growth is falling fast. The race for countries in the Global South is to get rich before they get old.


According to the latest United Nations projections, by 2100, 97 per cent of the world’s countries are predicted to be below replacement (currently the figure is two-thirds). In Japan, policymakers were becoming worried about the fertility rate as early as the late 1940s. In 1947 it was 4.5, but by the 1960s it had already halved. Scholars have assembled myriad reasons for the global decline – the high cost of raising a family, an increase in the use of contraception, delayed age at getting married, more women in the workforce, a higher degree of education of women and a decline in child mortality. As a result, in Japan the productive age population (people aged 15–64), which peaked at 87 million in 1995, dropped to 74 million in 2024 and is set to decrease further to 55 million by 2050.


As they flounder in search of a response, different countries are trying incentives. China has offered free fertility treatments; Singapore gives grants to parents and grandparents; Norway covers the income of new parents for up to forty-nine weeks. Hungary offers exhortations to folkish patriotism and a lifetime exemption from income tax for women with four or more children. A Danish travel company has run an advertising campaign to ‘Do it for Denmark’. None of it seems to work.


In January 2023, at the opening session of a new parliament, the then Japanese prime minister, Fumio Kishida, warned: ‘Japan is standing on the verge of whether we can continue to function as a society. Focusing attention on policies regarding children and child-rearing is an issue that cannot wait and cannot be postponed.’


This was not the first warning. Around the world, others had been sounding the alarm, almost always with a political motive. At an election rally in September 2022, Giorgia Meloni said her country, Italy, was ‘destined to disappear’. There is little evidence, however, that, beyond a few pockets, the natalism message is having much of an effect.


Population forecasting is a difficult science. Some have argued that a decline wouldn’t be a bad thing. David Attenborough declared in 2018 that ‘people like me are living longer than we did’, describing the rate of increase in life expectancy as ‘alarming’. He added: ‘All of our environmental problems become easier to solve with fewer people, and harder – and ultimately impossible – to solve with ever more people.’ It’s worth remembering that in the second half of the twentieth century the warnings were the reverse. It was the received wisdom to sound the alarm in Malthusian terms of unsustainable population growth. A book published in 1968 by Paul Ehrlich, entitled The Population Bomb, warned that the world’s food supply and other resources would not be able to keep pace with an ever-increasing number of people on the planet.


An ageing society is invariably portrayed as a problem. But does it have to be? Japan has had the highest life expectancy in the world for the past four decades. It has now reached 87 years for women and 81 for men. Sociologists and demographers put it down to a combination of diet, public education, living standards, lifestyle, access to quality health services – and encouraging old people to continue working, if they wish to. It is also based on a sense of multigenerational responsibility – or, to put it more simply, familial duty. To put it more simply still, this relied on children (usually daughters) caring for their aged parents. The state would step in only in extremis. Filial piety was assumed. But societal norms have changed in recent years; those offspring have been increasingly reluctant to drop everything and adopt full-time caring duties. Traditional notions of obedience towards elders are now out of date.


Everything Japan is going through is shared by others. It just has the misfortune, or fortune, of going through it earlier, and thinking harder about solutions. The result? A new form of multigenerational caring and a new form of technological caring.


Currently, one in three people in Japan is sixty-five and above – the highest of 200 countries in the world. In 1990, one in eight people was a pensioner, the same as in the United States. Now that figure is expected to rise to 40 per cent by 2050. The fastest growing segment of the older population – people over eighty-five, the ‘oldest old’ – is predicted to increase to more than 25 per cent. Of all the stats, this one bowled me over the most: in 1963 there were 100 centenarians in Japan; now there are already 100,000 – the largest number of any country in the world.


Chemists sell more nappies for the elderly than they do for babies. In February 2025, the New Yorker published one of those articles that hit the zeitgeist. Entitled ‘The End of Children’, it focused on the twin trends of ageing and declining fertility. One anecdote that the magazine reproduced was then widely cited. A South Korean company that had specialized in baby formula had turned instead to manufacturing muscle-retention smoothies for the elderly. The story was already four years old, but it captured the moment. In spring 2021, Maeil Dairies had announced it was launching a powdered milk product that would help the elderly population comfortably consume calcium and vitamin D for bone health.


At first glance, it might seem like a recipe for disaster. It’s certainly a big challenge. Japan is ahead of the rest, both in terms of the population trends and in terms of what is being done about them. This is what differentiates the Japanese approach from the UK’s, the developed country with the most underdeveloped policy. If you know you can’t duck a problem, what matters are the long-term steps you are taking to deal with it.


Anne Aronsson, a cultural anthropologist based at the University of Bern who knows the Japanese care sector inside out, puts it like this: ‘As a hyper-ageing society with one of the highest life expectancies in the world, Japan is currently undergoing a demographic transition that Western nations have yet to experience. It is showing us possible avenues for our own future.’


Japan has had some form of health insurance for more than a century, but its provision for later life was patchwork. In the 1970s and 1980s, the authorities started looking around elsewhere at the examples on offer, and borrowed mainly from Germany’s mix of public and private insurance. While others procrastinated, Japan came up with a plan, one of the first states to develop a public insurance scheme for long-term care. The purpose of the Long-Term Care Insurance (LTCI) system, introduced in 2000, is to help people to ‘maintain dignity and an independent daily life routine according to each person’s level of abilities’. The emphasis is on giving people more of a say in where and how they are cared for. Rather than the elderly person receiving services that are assigned by the state, they are encouraged to choose and contract the services themselves.


First, the finances: the system is paid for by a mix of insurance, taxation and co-payment. Everyone over forty is obliged to start paying, even though they won’t access the services for two and a half decades. Those under sixty-five are ‘secondary insured’ – they are contributing to the future; those aged sixty-five and upwards are ‘primary insured’, as they’re the users. You might think this causes resentment, but I didn’t detect any. It’s just part of the social contract. Everyone pays; everyone benefits in the end. Nobody is allowed to duck out – not that they would think of doing so anyway.


Once you or your family thinks you need some form of care, eligibility for services is determined in two parts. First comes an interview based on a seventy-four-item multiple-choice questionnaire, usually conducted in the home and with a relative present. After all the items are checked, a software package generates a care plan tailored to the applicant before a final decision is taken by the Long-Term Needs Certification Committee. A dedicated ‘care manager’ is entrusted to the individual. Every social care programme is reassessed every three years, to ensure that the money is well spent and that services are keeping pace with technology.


Overall, there are seven levels of care, each of which has a monthly cap, and each of which requires the recipient to pay in part. The co-payment rate has been increased to up to 30 per cent for higher earners, though for everyone the total cost is capped. These out-of-pocket payments recoup around a quarter of overall costs. The remainder is split evenly between insurance premiums and public spending.


Of the government part, half comes from the federal level, a quarter from the prefecture (region) and a quarter from the municipality. So very precise – and it needs to be, because the costs are increasing rapidly, from an originally projected $30 billion to $100 billion in 2025, as the number of people receiving benefits such as home visits and nursing care has more than tripled to 6.7 million since 2000. The system’s popularity took planners by surprise. The number of care workers also shot up, from 550,000 to 1.8 million.


The government toyed with the idea of requiring the under-40s to enrol in the programme, but that was shelved. It’s one thing to ask a middle-aged person to start preparing, but polling quickly concluded that twenty- or thirty-somethings didn’t think it was their responsibility. The social contract was tested and adjusted accordingly.


Instead, employers and employees (those over forty) are having to cough up more. The costs may be going up, but thanks to good organization, they are not nearly as high as in Europe or the United States. The average monthly premium for the over-65s is just over 6,000 yen, or around $40. The wealthiest pay three times as much. Still, that’s not a huge amount for the services on offer.


Wherever I go in Japan, talking to professionals and users, I’m struck by the variety of the solutions on offer. Some of the care homes are urban; some semi-rural; some in old buildings, others refurbished, some brand new. Around a third of the 247,000 registered providers are non-profit organizations; the rest are limited-profit. I don’t get a sense of conformism or of top-down edicts. They are all using different models and trying out different things.


As I embarked on my research, I assumed most of my attention would focus on the role played by robots; after all, I’d seen so much about them in books and movies. They do, for sure, play an important role, and artificial intelligence will only increase that. What strikes me more, though, is how undramatic, how low-key, many of the solutions are – such as multigenerational accommodation in which the young are incentivized to keep an eye on the elderly, and care homes that are not secreted down long dark driveways, but instead in the heart of thriving streets. The more connected older people are to their community, the more physically independent they are, the less of a ‘burden’ they will be on their family and the state, and the more active role they will play in society. That also means being part of the labour market for much longer, if they are able or willing to do so.


A short distance from the port of Yokohama in the centre of Japan is the town of Fujisawa. Thanks to Japan’s network of bullet trains, nothing is far, and this town has become part of the huge commuter belt serving Tokyo. You would be forgiven for missing a row of houses winding down a path on the outskirts. Yet this unremarkable location is the site of a remarkable social innovation – an intergenerational community space.


Tadasuke Kato started it two and a half decades ago, within months of the LTCI system being introduced. He was twenty-five years old at the time, and it wasn’t easy for a young man to navigate the ways of bureaucracy. He had been working in a nursing home in Yokohama but found the job uninspiring. One day, while browsing in a bookshop, he chanced upon a book that explained how the Nordic countries were developing the notion of care in the community. He borrowed some money from his parents and some land they had been planning to turn into a parking lot. He then went to the municipality, which gave him a grant and the necessary permissions, and he set about his task. It took him and a team six months to refashion a cluster of abandoned buildings along the lane. Then he opened the space for users; applicants needed to show they were receiving long-term insurance and to have a certificate of dementia.


AOI Care is now one of the most over-subscribed facilities in the country – they have more than forty people on the waiting list who are eager to move in. Kato is regularly asked for advice from other prefectures, from Hokkaido in the far north to Okinawa in the far south; he travels the world to address conferences on ageing. When I meet him, he has just come back from exchanging ideas on best practice in France, India and Singapore. Several studies have been written about his model. That’s not bad for a place as small as this.


Kato presents me with a manga book containing a series of beautiful cartoons telling stories from the care home ‘as seen through the eyes of novice caregiver Kanako’. In one episode, called ‘be yourself until the end’, Kanako struggles until she discovers the joys of end-of-life care.


As we walk down the lane, Kato shows me one house – the ‘group home’ that provides accommodation for nine residents. Next to it is a multifunctional facility for seventy local people who pop in whenever they need to. I ask him about the building opposite. That, he says, is his house; he and his family chose to live in the middle of the community. Children from the neighbourhood are encouraged to walk down the path on the way to or from school and to pop in and say hello to any of the elderly. There are 5,000 such group homes in Japan, though not all are modelled on his. I pinch myself at how normal it all feels. It has none of the ‘please check in at reception, visiting hours are between three and five’ antiseptic feel of many care homes in the UK and elsewhere. It is truly integrated.


One care worker, a young mum, brings her small boy in every day. He’s been playing in a cot, and later a playpen, provided by the home, since he was two months old. When she attends to a patient, another of the elderly residents will look after the baby – a circular, multigenerational community in action. There are just under fifty staff, a high ratio for a home that has live-in places for nine and a drop-in daytime facility for seventy more. Only a few of the workers are fully qualified nurses – most are called licensed care professionals, in keeping with the idea that this is as much a social space as a medical one. Every person has a care plan. Some come in twice a week, some three times; the home is designed to be flexible. ‘We pick up everyone,’ Kato explains. ‘Some insist on getting here on foot.’ When people don’t feel up to being sociable, he sends one of his staff to their homes to visit them.


Before I leave, he’s keen to show me another site, five minutes’ walk away. It’s a new concept for an elderly home that he started to work on during the pandemic: a small commercial block with a social purpose. It’s brand new, built in a combination of wood and steel – two parallel buildings on two floors. There is a public café on the ground floor, which brings in a little money, as well as a laundry, an office for some of the nurses and apartments for eight elderly folk. Those who are mobile can live upstairs. Alongside them are two students, half of whose rent is subsidized by their elderly neighbours. In return they have to go round and check it on the older residents before they leave for college, and they’re required to host a tea party once a month in the café.


‘Realtors are reluctant to rent out to older people,’ Kato says. This multigenerational business model is so simple, so attractive to all concerned, and the students seem to like it, or to see it as a reasonable bargain. In Japan there are many variants on this theme. To the east of Tokyo, for example, the city of Chiba subsidizes newlyweds for moving into housing complexes now largely left to the elderly, who struggle on their own. Depopulating villages and small towns are also trying to offer incentives for the young.


It’s not just Japan. Across Europe, co-housing has existed for some time – and several new-look community centres are springing up. In Usurbil, near San Sebastián in Spain, 110 apartments for the elderly have been built with a children’s playground in the centre, alongside a hairdresser’s and a café. The complex is integrated into the neighbourhood. In the Dutch town of Deventer, students can spend thirty hours per month acting as ‘good neighbours’ in return for small, rent-free apartments. In the Netherlands, they have devised a scheme called the Precautionary Circle. Each one consists of around a dozen people who live close to each other (in a street, neighbourhood or residential complex) and help each other out. The starting point is reciprocity – the elderly are invited to cook or do the washing-up or look after toddlers. In examples such as these, the language fits the different approach. Residents are not ‘admitted’ to homes; they move in. There are no preassigned visiting hours. Places don’t smell of disinfectant.


No matter where you are, no matter what the approach, all countries struggle to find people to work in the care sector. Kato is adamant that the solution is staring straight at us. ‘Academic papers talk all the time about labour supply. Sure, there’s a problem, but it’s about far more than that. What we’re trying to do here is unique. It’s not so much about managing the elderly, but growing together, helping each other out.’ Then he says something remarkable. ‘Families don’t exist anymore. It’s down to the community.’


Across Japan, a new initiative called the Community-Based Integrated Care System came into effect in 2025. It is designed to ensure that as many older people as possible can continue to live independently, while receiving long-term care within thirty minutes from their home. It is called Kayoinoba, meaning ‘having a place to go to’. Community General Support Centres are also being established in all municipalities – a series of drop-in hubs that the elderly can access for non-urgent medical care, advice, a meal or just company. To get it right, the Japanese started planning for all this twenty years ago.


Kawaguchi is another dormitory town for the ‘salaryman’ Tokyo commuter, this time to the north of the capital, and once again the train service glides me effortlessly to my destination. At the Municipality Hall, Tomoya Mori, head of the welfare department, embarks on one of those slideshow presentations with which I’m now familiar. Population 600,000, a lower-than-average proportion of over-65s (roughly a quarter), but a higher-than-average proportion of over-75s. Per capita income is just slightly above the national average. Like each of Japan’s 1,700 municipalities, Kawaguchi is required to produce a three-year plan on health and social care. The central government provides the overall framework but gives the regions and localities autonomy to interpret it for their needs – a good example of oversight, accountability and devolution that could be applied anywhere. Here it is based around four priorities: linking long-term social care with medical needs; dementia support; preventive care; and improving autonomy. To that end, it has established twenty ‘comprehensive regional support centres’ that provide ‘lifestyle support’, both inpatient and outpatient.


I am taken by minibus – official delegation in tow – to two ‘small multifunctional homes’, Shibanishi and Sukoyaka (which mean ‘sound’ and ‘healthy’). The ground floor is open for anyone – the elderly or their relatives or friends – to walk in to talk to staff about medical concerns, loneliness or any other problem. They also help the elderly pay their utility bills or do other paperwork. The two upper floors are a combination of clinics and a few beds for short-term stays. Another impressive aspect is the mix of private and public, professional and voluntary. ‘We encourage people from the community to get involved,’ Mori tells me. They offer courses in helping families carry out basic care tasks. The council’s website provides easy-to-read, picture-based information to help residents look for early signs of dementia among friends and relatives. Dementia is a huge problem in Japan. Currently 4.6 million people live with it – and that number is expected to rise significantly. It has become the top priority for the care service.


In the fifteen years since the Kawaguchi council started its community services, some 30,000 people have used them, Mori says, and they then pass on the experience they have gained to others. ‘We ask them to volunteer their knowledge, to become the teachers.’ A circular form of communitarianism. It seems so simple, so why isn’t it done elsewhere, I ask him? He shrugs his shoulders but is too polite to proffer a response. There is no reason, I conclude as I leave the council office, why any country cannot apply these two virtues – multigenerational communities and long-term planning – across any of the areas I’ve been looking at, such as health, education or housing. The longer an elderly person is kept active and healthy, the less they will feel a societal burden. This is good in principle; it makes medical sense – and it saves money. By far the biggest cost to any health and social care service are the years someone spends in acute need.


My next port of call is not far away but it feels different. In a taxi from the local station, I do a double take as I pass some fields (well a couple, maybe) and end up down a country lane, at Agri Care Garden. It’s the closest thing you get to ‘rural’ anywhere near Tokyo. This is two facilities in one: two bungalows attached to each other by a covered walkway. One is a fifty-bed nursing home, a purpose-built structure made from locally planted cedar. It also performs a hospice function, providing end-of-life care for patients in a quiet, rustic setting. Agri Care Garden is keen to stress its environmental credentials. The rooms here are the most comfortable I have seen, each fully furnished and with sunshine coming in through a skylight. One of the corridors looks on to a small pond outside, filled with bright koi fish. This, one of the staff quips, denotes ‘colourful care’.


On the other side is a clinic and rehabilitation centre, a renovated 450-year-old building which has retained its old wooden beams. On hand is a team of physiotherapists, occupational therapists and speech therapists, with a tailored plan for each of the eighty registered outpatients.


Shunichiro Ito, Agri Care’s CEO, is unashamedly commercial, albeit in a particular way. He gave up his secure position as a cardiac surgeon to build this new kind of care home. ‘We are turning Japan’s crisis into an opportunity,’ he says. This facility has just celebrated its tenth anniversary. His company now has thirty-five across the country and a seven-year programme to bring that total to 100. Ninety of them, however, will be focused on outpatients, building on the new concept of flexible care in the community. ‘All patients must be different,’ he says. ‘They can choose their own therapy.’


The idea is to provide the elderly, whether in- or outpatients, and at all stages of the ageing process, with an alternative to hospitals or other more anonymous facilities. Ito also says that because he is on the lookout for non-urban locations, he can provide better accommodation. ‘Land prices are lower here, so we can offer more for less.’


Part of the business model is that the reception doubles up as a phone bank for telemedicine for geriatric care. His company now has 600 employees, including 50 doctors and 150 nurses who can be dispatched to people’s homes in an instant using a voice input system on their smartphones. Those registered generally receive two home visits a month. The management of the software used is outsourced to Vietnam.


In 2006, a book was published entitled Robots Will Save Japan. Written by Nakayama Shin, board chair of Yaskawa Electric Corporation, a leading robot manufacturer, there was an element of self-interest to it. But it also summed up the mood of the time, a mood that prevailed – indeed that to a degree continues to prevail. The following year, during his first term as prime minister, Shinzo Abe published ‘Innovation 25’, a strategy document that presented a highly technologized future vision of society – including the use of robots in health and social care. Published later as a manga comic, ‘Innovation 25’ featured a fictional account of one day in the life of the Inobe family in the year 2025, in which robots were depicted performing various domestic duties that included eldercare. National projects were commissioned to lay down the standards and regulations for the expected large-scale implementation of care robots.


Cue Pepper, ‘the world’s first humanoid robot that reads human emotions’. So said Masayoshi Son, the flamboyant CEO of the global conglomerate Softbank, as he launched his company’s latest plaything to admiring journalists in 2014. Pepper was to enter the market as an ‘emotional companion’ – to shoppers in department stores, to travellers at airports, to families (those who could afford it), and to care homes. You have probably seen it in pictures, or maybe even in real life. It is about 120 centimetres tall, with a shiny white body made of resin and fibreglass. It has a human torso, a curved and solid lower half that can move easily on a wheeled base, and large, wide-set eyes that blink at its interlocutor. It has a high-pitched voice that is meant to convey trustworthiness and safety, and other childlike features that humans typically consider ‘cute’, such as a tactile screen on its chest that users can press. Three-dimensional cameras in Pepper’s mouth and eyes enable it to collect the information needed to process data to ‘assess’ human emotions, while large circular ears flash different colours, encasing a pair of speakers.


Pepper briefly became a global star. On 16 October 2018, it was the main witness at an evidence-gathering session held by the House of Commons Education Select Committee. Its minders, a group of academics from Middlesex University, played second fiddle. The hearing, on ‘the Fourth Industrial Revolution’, was looking at the role of artificial intelligence in caregiving, and what the UK could learn from others (a rare moment of British parliaments looking elsewhere for new ideas). ‘Good morning, Chair, thank you for inviting me to give evidence today,’ Pepper said. ‘Assistive intelligent robots for older people could relieve pressure in hospitals, in care homes, as well as improve the care delivery at home and promote independent living for elderly people.’


Pepper’s most famous appearances were at the flagship branch of HSBC bank in New York, and welcoming passengers at Montreal airport. It has been used as a receptionist at offices in several countries, to meet and greet important guests. Yet Pepper never really matched the hype. In seven years, until it was taken out of production in 2021 – SoftBank said it was being ‘paused for a while’ – it sold only 25,000 units in seventy countries. Perhaps it was always going to be niche, given its price tag of 198,000 yen (over £1,000). It then cost around £300 for a monthly subscription.


Indeed, I didn’t see Pepper often on my travels. In one care home, it was compering a quiz, asking elderly people with dementia to match the fish on its dial with several options on a giant screen. It then played a maths multiple-choice game. It didn’t feel particularly interactive or modern. The care worker in charge told me that Pepper was brought out of the storeroom three times a week, ninety minutes at a time, for such games. But, he added, the residents were getting a little bored, as the programmes were preinstalled and had become somewhat familiar. They were lumbered with it, as they had signed a five-year rental agreement.


AI functions were being integrated into Pepper to breathe more life into it. So far, not so particularly inspiringly. But that would be to miss the point. Pepper and one or two other models – another semi-humanoid called Palro, and a robotic dog called Aibo – might have stolen the headlines, but they are largely gimmicks. Several other, perhaps less glamorous technologies are already making a difference – and are set to do so at a quicker rate, again thanks in large part to AI.


I’ve taken the express train an hour to the north-east of Tokyo to Tsukuba, Japan’s top science city and headquarters for the country’s fledgling space programme. It also happens to be the country’s fastest-growing urban centre, with high-rise buildings springing up all over. A short drive leads me to the university, to the National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science and Technology. I’m here to meet a man and his baby seal.


The story begins in the United States in 1995, when Dr Takanori Shibata embarked on a project at the Massachusetts Institute for Technology on artificial emotional creatures. Since the late 1960s, American scientists had been conducting research on animal therapy, and Shibata had been intrigued by their work. He first produced prototypes of dogs and cats. ‘When I gave them to people for evaluation, they were disappointed when they compared them to real animals. Then I scoured for alternatives and came up with baby seals.’ People were not as critical because they didn’t know much about them.


Shibata organized a research trip to the Îles-de-la-Madeleine, a small archipelago in the middle of the ocean between the Canadian provinces of New Brunswick and Newfoundland. He landed on a remote piece of floating ice by helicopter to see the baby harp seals and take videos. He recalls approaching and touching them, but quickly recoiling after their mothers became defensive.


Soon after, in 1998, a baby white seal named Paro was born. Now in its ninth generation, it weighs 2.6 kilograms, measuring 55 centimetres long, 29 centimetres wide and 18 centimetres high, and is covered in simulated fur. It is kitted out with dual 32-bit processors, three microphones, twelve tactile sensors, and a system of motors and actuators that silently move its limbs and body. Paro became a sensation – it has toured the world on the conference circuit and as a museum exhibit, including at the Louvre in Paris, MoMA in New York and the V&A in London. When it was shown at the Science Museum for barely one and a half months in 2002, more than 100,000 people went to see it. It has been the subject of 900 academic papers and has even appeared in an episode of The Simpsons. In 2000, Japan’s prime minister at the time, Keizo Obuchi, planned to put a Paro on the table as a gift for each leader at the Okinawa G8 summit. His successor had a change of plan, donating a bottle of sake to his guests instead.


Sitting at his desk at his institute, with models all around him, Shibata explains Paro’s three core purposes: psychological (to provide cheer), physiological (to relieve chronic stress) and social (to encourage communication and connection). Paro is now regularly used for mental health support – from soldiers with post-traumatic stress disorder to children suffering from anxiety. The plug input for charging the machine goes into the seal’s mouth and is designed to look like a baby’s dummy. Clients can choose the colour.


Shibata shows me a presentation of where Paro is being deployed around the world, starting in Poland, where it has been given to Ukrainian refugees. ‘It’s been used for treating pain, depression, sleep, stress, loneliness, for improving neuro-cognitive functions, even reducing the risk of falling,’ he tells me. It is currently being tested for space missions to reduce stress among astronauts.


Some 8,000 Paros exist, of which half are for personal use, and the others professional; just under half are in Japan and the rest are scattered around the world. To date, it has been registered for professional use in more than thirty countries. It already speaks Japanese, English, German, French, Dutch and Italian, with more languages on the way. Denmark was the first adopter, and remains the biggest market outside Japan. Of Denmark’s ninety-eight municipalities, over ninety use Paro regularly in their medical institutions, mainly for dementia patients. Each government has subjected the robot to its own regulations (which makes it hard for a competitor to put an alternative on the market without anyone realizing).


In Denmark’s case, it took six months for a parliamentary ethics committee to clear Paro for import. Members of parliament had four concerns – security, privacy, safety and deception. Shibata says deception was the hardest one to counter. After all, Paro is fake, even though from the seventh-generation model onwards it uses a real baby seal voice. In the EU, with privacy concerns paramount, legislators needed to be convinced that although it has light sensors, a posture sensor, a temperature sensor, twelve ‘tactile sensors’ and a whisker sensor, it does not have a camera.


For individuals and families, it remains expensive, at around £4,000. ‘That’s a lot for a toy, but cheap for a pet,’ Shibata insists, noting that a small dog costs around £30,000 to keep for an average of fourteen years. Which begs a fascinating question: how animate or inanimate can a robot be? ‘If I’m living alone, I can’t say hello to the refrigerator,’ he says. ‘With Paro, you have company, but you are not being judged.’


The academic Anne Aronsson says that during her extensive field studies, several elderly residents said they felt comforted when dealing with social robots such as Pepper or Paro. ‘Advancements in intelligent machine technology are redefining how people interact with technology, and as anthropomorphic robots proliferate, growing numbers of people in Japan are becoming emotionally attached to these machines,’ she notes. She then says something that makes an intriguing claim about human nature. ‘Those receiving care might be just as likely to question the sincerity of those offering care out of a sense of duty as they are to believe in the sincerity of social robots.’


It’s an uncomfortable thought, but worth pondering. The reluctant relative, having to visit once a week or once a month, discreetly looking at their watch after an hour, trying to hide their frustration at the ‘batty’ old person who is struggling to remember things, versus the all-smiling, ever-patient robot.


There is, for sure, something unnerving about all this. When you stroke Paro, or see him (or her, you can choose) being fed food – which of course is not supposed to happen – by elderly patients in a home, you are struck by how lifelike and deceptive these social robots are. And they are only going to get more realistic as AI develops. A term was coined as early as 1978 by a Japanese scientist, Masahiro Mori, which was translated into English as ‘uncanny valley’ – to denote the unsettling feeling we get from robots and virtual agents that are too human-like.


Both the Japanese and Korean governments routinely employ techno-utopian rhetoric in describing these technologies. A new robot wave took place shortly before the pandemic, when the Japanese government launched a $600-million Moonshot Research and Development Programme. During his second term in office, Abe announced a ‘Robot Revolution Initiative’, promising to ‘spread the use of robotics from large-scale factories to every corner of our economy and society’. Similar bold promises were made in South Korea – the two countries often follow the same waves – when President Moon Jae-in described AI as ‘the culmination of a human dream to constantly complement shortcomings and become more perfect’. He added: ‘AI will not only affect industrial sectors but also solve many issues facing our society: public health in an ageing society and welfare for senior citizens living alone’. By this time, the Japanese government had dropped the ‘25’ from the earlier ‘Innovation’ mantra because targets had not been reached.


A succession of books and movies, Japanese and foreign, have focused on the wider implications of robot technologies – alternately sinister, quizzical and affectionate. In one such example, Klara and the Sun, Kazuo Ishiguro depicts the friendship between a sickly girl and her (solar-powered) Artificial Friend called Klara, whom she meets in the window of a department store in an unnamed American city. The reader follows the relationship between the young human and the sentient non-human. Truth long ago caught up with fiction.


There are said to be 30,000 robot devices in use in Japan, corresponding to one for every fifty elderly people in residential homes. But while social robots grab the headlines; service robots do the hard graft.


*


The Silver Wing elderly home in the centre of Tokyo has become a regular destination for foreign governments (a British health secretary, Steve Barclay, visited in 2023). Unlike the other places I’ve visited, this one isn’t particularly homely, perhaps because of the lack of space in the inner city. It has the look and feel of a hospital. Straight out of the lift on the seventh floor, care worker Tooru Shinozaki greets me with an array of gadgets. The first is a power-assisted suit, which he attaches on to his back and across his thighs. This enables him and his colleagues to squat and to lift residents off their beds without straining their backs. They’ve so far invested in twelve suits, and with each one costing around 200,000 yen (the Japanese ones are a bit cheaper than the first batch, which was imported from the Netherlands), or just over £1,000, that is a not-insignificant sum. But his boss advises me that it has cut down on the number of sick-leave days considerably.


Shinozaki takes me to one of the rooms to inspect a bed. Underneath the mattress is a layer of blue matting. He then takes me to a computer nearby at the reception area, where he points to a screen containing a series of blocks. Each denotes a bed in the corridor. If a block is blue, it shows the patient is in a deep sleep; yellow means they may be awake or dozing. It’s an instant sleep diary. Another sign shows if they are away from their bed or sitting up. The matting can measure the breath cycle (CO2 levels in the room) and the patient’s heart rate, with all the live data transferred immediately to the computer in the reception desk of the ward.


The final gizmo on this floor is the least glamorous. It is also matting, this time pink, and it is designed to monitor bowel movements through smell. I don’t inquire much further, but Shinozaki tells me that once a smell is detected, the screen beeps and a carer is alerted. Devices such as these, he says, are designed to increase productivity and safety. A popular one on the market is a portable thumbnail device that can track dementia patients who may have wandered off and got lost. These small gadgets, which use GPS technology, can be attached to a pocket or wallet or an article of clothing – even a shoe. Technology that takes care of basic but vital tasks of overseeing a patient’s health or well-being such as these frees up care workers to focus on human interaction.


We descend a few floors to the physiotherapy centre. Here it gets positively freaky. I’m shown a Zimmer frame – not the usual clunky manual variety, but a sleek electronic AI-enhanced device. I’m invited to walk up and down the rehab room, to the accompaniment of a singsong melody coming from the handlebars of the machine. The data shows how much time has elapsed, my walking speed, the distance travelled, and the inclination of my body. I can even build in different resistance strengths – a personal training session for the elderly. I’m then given a second contraption, this one looking like a simple strap, which I’m told to tie around my hips and upper thighs. After some assistance, I get the hang of it, and I find myself gently propelled forward as I walk: an ambulant version of an e-bike. One of the carers makes a video of the contraption and me. I decide not to post it on social media. I’d rather keep the future at bay, but I appreciate what they are doing.


‘By utilising robots, we are pushing the boundaries of what humans can accomplish,’ Kimiya Ishikawa, the CEO of Silver Wing, tells me back in his office after I’ve managed to disentangle myself from the various machines. ‘These devices can enable even the most immobile.’ For him, the biggest challenge is financial. He and other leaders in the care sector are trying to persuade the state to allow them to procure the machines via insurance. It will happen, he says, but it might take a few more years. In the meantime, they receive a government subsidy of at least 50 per cent, depending on the device, and they also have weekly virtual meetings with the private sector suppliers, providing feedback on performance. He points out that competition – with several companies trying to enter the market – is helping to keep costs down.


Across the world, governments, corporations, communities and individuals are looking for technological solutions to tackle any of the many demographic and social problems the world faces. When I was in the Finnish city of Tampere, looking at its education system, I was shown around a laboratory at the Tredu vocational school that was developing a ‘smart home’ for the elderly. A medicine robot can dispense medicines and test blood sugar levels and blood pressure with the use of a fob. It then sends the information to the local nurse via Bluetooth. It also beeps automatically if you fall over. A talking freezer can inform the elderly resident, in a gentle voice, how long to cook specially delivered food in a special oven. Then, once every two weeks, a real human comes around to deliver meals and take their next menu requests.


All of this is in embryonic form; it is usually well intentioned, designed to keep individuals away from institutions (unless they need to, or want to be, admitted) and to fill the gap in care provision.


Recruiting and sustaining care workers is hard everywhere. Pay is poor; conditions are often difficult. The work is not as respected as it should be. And there is a further problem, specific to Japan. In a country more comfortable with homogeneity, immigration is particularly contentious. The foreign workforce’s share in South Korea and Japan, at 3 per cent of the total labour force, is much smaller than in Taiwan (at 7 per cent) or Singapore (39 per cent). Foreigners, or gaijin (a term now seen as pejorative), comprise just 2 per cent of the population, with only 1.6 million labour migrants among a workforce of 68 million – one of the lowest proportions in the developed world.


Those who are let in tend to be concentrated more in construction and manufacturing than in healthcare. The intimate nature of some aspects of care work reinforces concerns about employing foreign workers, as Aronsson points out. ‘Fear does play a part. People in Japan have some trepidation. They want to speak to someone who understands their language. A knowledge of language and culture has been the most contentious issue in terms of judging whether migrant care workers are capable of delivering.’


The government has loosened the regulations, to an extent. New visa categories have been introduced for key industries suffering labour shortages, with names such as the Technical Internship Training and Specified Skilled Worker (SSW) programmes. The first wave of migrant care workers permitted by the Ministry of Health in 2008 were Indonesians, followed shortly after by Filipinos and Vietnamese. The maximum number of new care workers allowed to receive on-the-job training within the first five years of the SSW was set at 60,000. This low allocation was not even used up. These care workers are considered ‘guest workers’, with a time-specific permission to stay, related to their employment. The right to citizenship is rarely on the agenda. Some have gone back home early, before the expiry of their seven-year permit, despite investment in their training, language and other education. Initially they complained of exploitation, long working hours, a hierarchical workplace culture, a lack of holidays, not being allowed to bring their families, and Muslim women not being allowed to wear the veil. The one area where you regularly see foreign workers is in the twenty-four-hour convenience stores that are seemingly on every street corner, and Japanese seem relatively relaxed about having others work all hours for them.


As in other countries, politics collides with economics. Estimates vary, but there is said to be a shortfall of up to 400,000 care workers. At face value, this is a significant number. The government knows it must relax the rules further. It is trying to do more to improve the retention rate – increasing salaries, bringing a positive image to care work, and preparing more thoroughly to welcome migrants. But will society accept a higher number of foreign workers?


And there’s a reverse point – will enough foreigners want to come, to try to navigate a difficult language and what some see as a reluctance to accept them? ‘We are quite late in this race,’ the statistician Jun Kikuchi tells me. ‘We’re going to have to consider more immigration.’ Given how averse Japan has been to increasing numbers, that strikes me as bold – but not before time. Then he says: ‘We also need to consider non-human labour.’


Tadasuke Kato, whom I met at his impressive community centre, puts it like this: ‘Technology may be good for processing patient data and carrying out specific tasks, but human contact is always preferable.’ He adds, with a dismissive shrug: ‘The people who produce these machines don’t talk to people who work in the facilities. We don’t need robots to sing or entertain, but I wouldn’t mind it if they changed adult diapers.’


Japan is innovating all the time. New technologies are tried, new financial models, new community structures. It’s not alone in this, but the approach requires a long-term view and political courage. Why do so many countries fail to do that? Why are governments scared of candid discussions with citizens about what is needed to tackle the long-term challenges that we all face? One of the reasons is that the elderly tend to be more invisible, cut off from society. Healthcare affects everyone; getting old is something to plan for another day. Care-home work is undervalued and underpaid, for others to do.


One of the many sad consequences of Brexit is that it is becoming harder for the UK to share good practice with equivalent countries in Europe. Eurostat, the European Commission’s statistical agency, enables members to harmonize data and compare learnings more easily. Britain could be looking at the major systemic reforms taking place in Spain, for example. France was in a mess but used the pandemic to initiate some reforms, categorizing social care as the fifth pillar of the welfare state – giving it the same status as health and education. The Netherlands and Denmark are doing a considerable amount in this area, as is Germany, which was the basis for Japan’s original model. In Slovenia, they have created a Ministry of Solidarity-Based Future. The name might sound a little fanciful, but they are imaginatively putting long-term care in the same department as public housing and communities. And it’s not just Europe. Canada, New Zealand, Australia and Singapore are all road-testing new ideas.
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